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In the spring of 2013, I made my first trip to Charleston, South Carolina. 
Despite years of living in the South, first as a history graduate student and 
then as a professor specializing in the Civil War era, I had never visited 
Charleston and perhaps its most famous landmark: Fort Sumter. Upon 
arrival at the fort on a rainy and humid day, the friendly National Park 
Service ranger gave a presentation. The first five minutes of the talk fo- 
cused on the causes of the Civil War. Why, the ranger sought to explain, did 
South Carolinians fire on Fort Sumter on that fateful day in April 1861? 
First touching on the controversy over slavery in the West, the ranger con- 
cluded with a statement that many Americans have long believed. “The 
North had an industrial economy in conflict with the agricultural people 
of the South,” he asserted. Despite admonitions by several scholars since 
the 1950s, who point out that most northerners were farmers as well, such 
views continue to percolate among the historically interested public. Part 
of the reason is that though historians know that most northerners lived in 
rural communities in 1860, they continue to present the industrial revolu- 
tion as the leitmotif for nineteenth-century America. 

There is nothing inherently wrong with such a story. The United States 
did become the world’s preeminent industrial power. By 1900, the for- 
mer Confederacy lagged far behind New England in manufacturing. Even 
in 1861, the eleven Confederate states had about as many manufacturing 
workers as the North had manufacturing facilities. The origins of these 
differences can also be seen in hindsight. In the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries, an economy of small farms and artisans gave way 
to a system in which farmers and producers created goods for a distant 
marketplace. The transportation networks critical to industrial capitalism 
started to dot the North prior to the Civil War. Yet, the standard narra- 
tive presented about the 1800s can prevent historians—both public and 


academic—from gaining a deeper understanding of how northerners lived 
their lives and interpreted political events in light of their occupation as 
farmers. Until 1920, most Americans continued to live in rural areas. 
Farmers produced both for themselves and urban markets. Historians 
should not argue that manufacturing facilities and big cities represented 
the North when the majority of northerners were still involved in farming 
and lived in rural communities.’ 

Indeed, while the North had more industrial capacity than the Confed- 
eracy at the start of the war, most of its people were still small farmers. 
Over 14.5 million lived in rural areas with populations smaller than 2,500, 
while just 5 million lived in cities such as New York, Boston, and Chicago. 
The labor force in the North consisted of 10,533,000 people, of which 60 
percent did farmwork. Small family farms predominated among the over 
1,300,000 landholdings in the free states. The average farm size was 113 
acres in rural New York and Pennsylvania, 125 in today’s upper Midwest, 
and 169 in the areas beyond the Mississippi River. While increasing land 
prices in the late 1850s hurt the goal of farm ownership for many north- 
erners, most still sought small plots of land. Lands in the West seemed to 
provide the best opportunity, making the question of slavery’s presence in 
the region particularly salient.” 

While both northerners and southerners were mostly farmers, they had 
different land-use practices. In the 1850s, in contrast to their southern 
neighbors, many northerners adopted the ideal of farming a small plot of 
land for multiple generations—a principle called “agricultural improve- 
ment” by contemporaries. This ideal reflected physical differences in the 
soil between the North and the South. As Lisa Brady points out in a re- 
cent environmental history of the Civil War, in areas “loyal to the Union, 
nutrient-rich alfisols laid the foundation for the practice of continuous 
cultivation. .. . Ultisols, which have limited nutrients, are the most com- 
mon soil types across much of the region that became the Confederacy, 
making shifting cultivation the more profitable and prevalent form of ag- 
riculture.” Using soil for multiple generations seemed practical and wise 
in the North, while in the South, the soil encouraged farmers to abandon 
their fields after five to six years. Thus, while the majority of farmers in 
the South were likewise engaged in subsistence production, their farms 
appeared much different to their northern brethren.’ 

The central contention of this book is that the political ideology of the 
Republican Party, the antislavery organization that proved so wildly popu- 
lar in the North during the 1850s, was fundamentally agrarian. Republi- 
can thinking on a wide range of issues depended upon an environmental 
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understanding of social development. Similar to Thomas Jefferson, whose 
party served as their namesake, Republicans believed that wise land man- 
agement was inseparable from the ideal society. Tilling the soil for mul- 
tiple generations on small farms produced progress—or, to use a popu- 
lar nineteenth-century term, “civilization.” Small farmers were a critical 
component of another idea that historians have long recognized as crucial 
to understanding the North during the Civil War: the “Union.” Republi- 
cans believed that a West settled by small farmers would strengthen the 
all-important American Union—a term denoting not just the nation-state 
but democracy itself. The converse was also true. Unlike Jefferson, the Vir- 
ginia slave owner, Republicans believed that slave-based monocultures de- 
stroyed the soil. The wasteful practices on plantations encouraged constant 
western movement in search of new land. The reason, Republicans sur- 
mised, that the “slave power” sought to expand the institution in the wake 
of the Mexican-American War was that white southerners were running 
out of land to farm at home. Slave owners, in Republican thinking, also 
owned too much land. Big farms, or “land monopolies,’ to use a term from 
the time, produced aristocrats incompatible with democratic government.* 

Understanding the Republicans as men and women with backgrounds 
in small farming who linked appropriate land use to political stabil- 
ity and cultural progress unveils new links and commonalities between 
seemingly disparate historical events. At first glance, the events explored 
by this book appear disconnected. Chapter 2 examines the rise of anti- 
slavery sentiment in the North after the Mexican-American War. Chap- 
ter 3 investigates federal policy during the Civil War and the attitudes of 
common Union soldiers toward southern farming practices. The fourth 
chapter covers the establishment of Yosemite State Park and Yellowstone 
National Park. Chapter 5 explains how the Republican ideal of small land- 
holders conserving the soil applied to both the South and West during 
Reconstruction. A critic might well ask what national parks have to do 
with Reconstruction policy or the rise of free-soil sentiment in the North. 
The answer is that all episodes reflect an underlying Republican belief that 
tilling the soil for multiple generations on small farms produced a strong 
nation. Using slave labor, by contrast, promoted waste, barbarism, and 
disunion. By necessity, this book focuses on the links between antislavery 
politics, Civil War policy, national parks, and Reconstruction. Specialists 
in each of these topics might be disappointed, but the benefit is a greater 
understanding of the connections among them. 

Dealing with “ideology” as a historian is a likewise perilous undertaking. 
What does the term actually connote? Whose ideas are being discussed? 
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The ideas of average people? Elites? Politicians? Men? Women? White 
people? Members of a racial or ethnic minority? The problems extend to 
evidence. Can one person belonging to any of these groups be said to speak 
for that group or for an entire organization such as the Republican Party? 
What about a region such as the “North?” Despite these troubling questions, 
“ideology” is a concept worth studying. In Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, his 
famous study of the Republican Party, Eric Foner provides a good defense 
for histories of ideas. Ideology, in Foner’s view, is a “system of beliefs, values, 
fears, reflexes, and commitments . . . of a social group, be it a class, a party, 
or a section.” These beliefs, fears, values, and commitments spurred action. 
Two other deans of nineteenth-century American history—Sean Wilentz 
and James McPherson—have noted the unusual level of ideological fervor 
of the period. Wilentz notes that during the 1860 election, “Republicanism 
had become a virtual political religion in much of the North,’ spurring 
huge amounts of voters to the polls. McPherson argues that the majority of 
northerners who fought the Civil War cited ideology as the main reason for 
enlistment.® 

“Environment” is also a tricky word. When leading class discussions on 
the term, I find that most of my students think of the environment as the 
natural world. Students often cite plants, trees, mountains, and animals, 
sometimes with and sometimes without human control, as constituting 
the environment. Yet, the environment also includes varying degrees of 
human-constructed landscapes—from cities without a green space in 
sight to public parks and gardens to the small farms that most northern- 
ers worked on in 1860. Scholars often refer to these landscapes as the 
“built environment.” People in the nineteenth-century understood their 
environment—both built and natural—predominantly through work. For 
northerners, small and tidy farms that had good soil signified the ideal 
landscape. Slave plantations appeared wasteful and the exhausted soil be- 
came proof of the inferiority of slave-based monocultures to free-labor 
northern farms. The analysis extended to the built environment. Traveling 
south, many northerners reported on the alleged inferiority of southern 
towns due to slavery. The relationship northerners had with the environ- 
ment helped produce the ideology they brought to the political, social, and 
military conflicts of the Civil War era.° 

Chapter 1 describes how Americans in the late 1700s to the mid-1800s 
connected land use with what people at the time called “republican- 
ism.” Republicanism held that in order to have a small central govern- 
ment, citizens needed to be virtuous and orderly. The land ordinances 
of 1784 and 1785, as well as the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, promoted 
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schools and communal living to encourage public virtue. While the 
Jeffersonian agrarian ideal and the initial critiques of slavery expansion 
during the Missouri Crisis influenced the Free-Soil and Republican Parties 
of the 1850s, there were few links between promotion of smallholder 
settlement and antislavery thought. Though the Northwest Ordinance 
contained a prohibition of slavery, many supporters of the law only 
opposed slavery’s restriction from the Old Northwest, where they deemed 
it to be environmentally inappropriate. Some of the law’s supporters had 
no problem with the institution expanding to the modern-day states of 
Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama—the so-called Old Southwest.’ 

The first chapter also investigates how, during the second-party system 
pitting Whigs against Democrats, ideas about proper land use became 
intertwined with larger questions of national development. Democrats 
believed in opening western settlement so that more land could become 
available to small farmers. Whigs wanted a vibrant internal market in the 
United States, advocating high tariffs to protect U.S. manufacturers and 
government funding to transportation projects. Desiring to build up exist- 
ing U.S. towns rather than engage in further expansion, Whigs believed 
in restricting western settlement and recommended that farmers use land 
for multiple generations. Slavery was tangential to these concerns, with a 
few Whigs hoping that scientific agriculture and economic progress would 
eliminate the white South’s need for the institution. For example, popular 
farming expert John Lorain commented in 1825 that better soil cultiva- 
tion would allow “Virginians . . . with safety to themselves, their family 
and property, [to] set their negroes free.” Only after seeing the aggressive 
efforts slave owners undertook in the 1840s to expand the institution did 
some northern Whigs and Democrats come to view slavery itself as the 
primary threat to small farmers and the land they worked on.*° 

Chapter 2 covers the rise of the Free-Soil and Republican Parties in the 
1850s. While historians have given much scholarly attention to the ideol- 
ogy of the Republicans, citing their promotion of “free labor” and hostility 
toward the “slave power,’ this chapter uncovers the agrarian nature of the 
Republican appeal. Such an understanding is critical given how popular 
the Republicans were with farmers. William Gienapp, the preeminent 
historian of the party in the 1850s, points out that Abraham Lincoln’s 
1860 presidential majority “rested very heavily on his commanding ma- 
jority among farmers. . .. [H Jis margin was much less pronounced among 
workers and other groups.” The party believed that civilization and loyalty 
in the West could only be secured by societies of small farmers practic- 
ing scientific land management. Yeomen farmers, Republicans argued, 
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formed the strongest attachments to the Union. The land-use practices 
of slaveholders served as a foil to the northern ideal. Slave plantations ex- 
hausted the soil and caused nature to wither and decay. The slave South’s 
low literacy rates, barbaric habits, dirty buildings, and lack of economic 
opportunity reflected its poor treatment of farmland. The immense 
landholdings produced an aristocracy threatening to the Union. Politi- 
cians warned that if permitted in the West, large slave plantations would 
exhaust the soil, ruining land better utilized by small farmers.° 

This chapter should not be construed to imply that free states and slave 
states were destined for conflict in the 1850s. There was no inevitable 
“clash of civilizations.” White Americans had devised political compro- 
mises to deal with the slavery question while writing the Constitution and 
again in 1820 and 1850. Even in 1860, most Americans did not foresee 
a war despite the fierce presidential contest. They wrote excitedly about 
the gold rush in Colorado, awaited news of the completion of the first 
telegraph line linking California with the Eastern Seaboard, and fretted 
about a possible Mormon uprising in Utah. Nor is the discussion of land- 
use politics intended to replace slavery at the heart of sectional crisis; the 
Civil War was about slavery and everything it represented. Rather, I want 
to show how ideas about land use both influenced and were influenced by 
the larger debate over slavery.’ 

Chapter 3 deals directly with the Civil War, exploring the secession 
crisis in California, wartime federal policy, and the beliefs of Union 
soldiers. Each of these episodes, seemingly disconnected, show how 
Republican opposition to slavery was based, in part, on a vision of proper 
land use. Republican criticism of slavery’s land-use practices influenced 
Union support in California during 1861. According to contemporaries, 
California was in the process of transitioning from a rough-and-tumble 
frontier to a more settled agricultural society. Union loyalists argued that 
the state’s agricultural potential could be compromised if California sided 
with the South and slavery. Northern soldiers made similar arguments 
about the slave plantations they encountered while on military service. 
Farmers made up nearly half of those who served in the Union army. The 
size, scale, and soil-management practices of slave plantations frightened 
these men. Soldiers argued that the concentrated wealth represented by 
plantations encouraged disloyal sentiments. Influenced by antislavery 
writings highlighting the damaging effects of plantation agriculture on 
the soil, these men also commented that slavery was wasteful, destructive, 
and unsustainable. Some believed that slavery made the otherwise beauti- 
ful natural landscape of the South ugly and decrepit." 
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In Congress, Republicans made similar claims that slavery destroyed 
the land. Only free people could build ideal farming communities. When 
southern Democrats left for secession, Republicans saw a golden oppor- 
tunity to promote small farms and agricultural permanence in the West. 
Ignorant of environmental realities in the region making small farms dif- 
ficult to maintain, they insisted that the West could become “civilized” 
and loyal if settled by yeomen. Congress passed the Homestead Act, the 
Pacific Railroad Act, and the Land Grant College Act. It also created the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). The Homestead Act promised 
a free farm for any family willing to work hard and move west. Farm- 
ers could learn the most advanced techniques in agricultural colleges and 
through USDA publications, practicing new techniques on their home- 
steads. With education, a small farmer could plant multiple years of crops 
without exhausting the soil, enabling his or her family to become members 
of a growing community. A transcontinental railroad would supposedly 
connect white westerners with the rest of the United States, enabling them 
to sell their crops on the international market. One of the most surprising 
discoveries of my research for this chapter concerns Radical opposition to 
slavery prior to the Emancipation Proclamation. Viewing small farmers as 
a natural barrier to the extension of slavery, many Republicans pushed for 
these four laws as a means to keep slavery from moving westward. They 
feared that the conflict would end with slavery largely intact.” 

Chapter 4 investigates the creation of Yosemite State Park in 1864 and 
Yellowstone National Park in 1872. The story of these parks has often 
been told in the realm of environmental history, with scholars present- 
ing their early history as a parable about the virtues of preservation over- 
coming human tendencies toward use and exploitation. Yet, both parks 
had their origins as pieces of legislation crafted by the Republican Party 
and debated within that party. Park backers believed that experiencing 
natural beauty would “civilize” the average person and improve his or her 
intellectual abilities. Supporters also argued that America should follow 
its republican principles by making scenes of natural beauty accessible to 
everyone, not just the wealthy. Finally, they claimed that the government’s 
ability to establish parks in the midst of a bloody civil war showed the 
strength of the Union.” 

The early opposition to the parks, championed by Radical Republican 
George W. Julian of Indiana, argued that the land should instead be re- 
served for yeoman farmers. No longer was the debate over land use and 
the corresponding social structure a fight between slavery and free labor. 
It was also about contrasting notions of aesthetics, natural beauty, and 
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property rights. For die-hard supporters of small landowners, farmers 
enhanced areas of stunning beauty by turning them into pastoral para- 
dises. Julian explained, “I think it might have been far wiser to carve it 
[Yosemite ] up into small homesteads, occupied by happy families, deco- 
rated by orchards, gardens, and meadows, with a neat little post-town in 
their midst, and churches and school-house crowning all.” The Indianan 
favored what scholar Leo Marx calls the “middle landscape,” a pastoral 
environment where nature and settlement met. Early environmental con- 
troversies were not about preservation versus destruction. Instead, they 
were connected to the main political currents of the time.“ 

At the end of the Civil War, Republicans believed that improving the 
soil through hard work and scientific knowledge was the key to a strong 
nation. Being the most loyal segment of society, small landholders practic- 
ing agricultural permanence could help restore the Union. Thus, the fifth 
and final chapter explains how Republicans applied their ideas connecting 
land use with social structure to both the South and the West during Re- 
construction. Republicans called for an end to the treaty system character- 
izing Indian and United States relations. They argued that forcing Indians 
to become small farmers would open up more land for whites and help 
“civilize” recalcitrant tribes. Likewise, some Republicans believed that the 
big plantations of the South needed to be divided and redistributed to 
former slaves and white unionists so that a yeomen class could form in the 
South. The Southern Homestead Act of 1866 used 1862 legislation per- 
taining to the American West as a model to grant small plots of public land 
to Unionist whites and freedmen in the former Confederacy. Addition- 
ally, Republicans insisted that education for freedmen and Indians would 
“civilize” both groups and encourage better land-use practices. Both the 
government and self-proclaimed philanthropic organizations established 
schools in the South and West. 

Similar to the scholarly accounts of the early history of Yosemite and 
Yellowstone, there has been little interest in connecting the events of 
southern Reconstruction with one of the other big stories of the time pe- 
riod: the sordid treatment of Native Americans by the U.S. government. 
Historian Jonathan Earle comments: “It is worth pondering how different 
the history of the postwar United States might have been had free-soil pro- 
grams like free homestead been extended to ex-slaves and Indians.” There 
is no need for pondering. The Republican Party did apply free-soil prin- 
ciples to the West and the South during Reconstruction. The “civilizing” 
policies intended to force tribes to adopt farming shared the exact same 
ideological foundations as the southern land-redistribution and education 
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schemes. Historians generally treat land redistribution in the South as one 
of Reconstruction’s “lost moments,” while being sharply critical of federal 
allotment policies in the nineteenth century. My contention is that the 
same ideology underpinned both efforts. Republicans tried to change who 
would access, organize, and gain profit from land.” 

Several individuals appear throughout the book because they show 
how ideas about the relationship between land use and social structure 
shaped mid-nineteenth-century American politics. George W. Julian, an 
understudied antislavery politician from Indiana, and Frederick Law Ol- 
msted, the famous landscape architect, are the most prominent. Olmsted 
was a gentleman farmer in the late 1840s and early 1850s who worked to 
avoid soil exhaustion and improve small farm production through crop 
diversification, the application of fertilizers, and experimentation. He 
later became a fierce critic of slavery, arguing that the institution ruined 
valuable farmland. Julian first became involved in politics as a Free-Soil 
Party congressman from a rural, Quaker-dominated region of Indiana. 
Worried that slavery’s agricultural practices would destroy western lands, 
leaving them useless for his agricultural constituents, Julian wanted to 
restrict the institution from the West and grant homesteads to landless 
northerners. While Olmsted and Julian came from the same intellectual 
milieu, the men came to blows over the establishment of nature parks. 
For Julian, Yosemite and Yellowstone threatened his vision of an agrarian 
west filled with small yeoman farmers and free of slavery. For Olmsted, 
nature parks helped “civilize” western farmers by exposing them to natural 
beauty. During Reconstruction, Olmsted moved back to New York City to 
finish Central Park. Julian became an influential Radical, arguing for land 
redistribution and granting political rights to freedmen. 

Samuel C. Pomeroy and Cornelius C. Cole also feature prominently in 
these chapters. Pomeroy, a somewhat corrupt Republican politician from 
Kansas, fought during the 1850s to keep the territory free from slavery. 
Later, he became a proponent of Radical Reconstruction and Yosemite 
and Yellowstone Parks. Cole helped establish the Republican Party in Cali- 
fornia and became an opponent of Yosemite and Yellowstone. Cole’s writ- 
ings show the importance of ideas linking westerners to the Union, proper 
land use, and civilization. The views of ordinary people are also included. 
Regimental histories, diaries, and letters of rural-born Civil War soldiers 
conveyed views on land use and slavery that were similar to those of politi- 
cal elites. The impressions of John Roy Lynch, a slave and later a Republi- 
can congressman from Mississippi, appear in the chapter on Reconstruc- 
tion. Informative as well are letters written by Native Americans hostile 
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to the “civilization” measures enacted by the government and by African 
Americans concerned about the level of violence during Reconstruction. 

Evidenced by the number of students who signed up for Civil War 
classes during my undergraduate days at the University of California, Los 
Angeles, and who continue to do so where I currently teach at Lynchburg 
College, Americans have a thirst for knowledge about the bloody conflict. 
More books have been published about the Civil War than any other topic 
in American history, beyond the capacity of individual scholars to read and 
absorb. These facts beg the question of whether academia and the larger 
public need yet more books about the war. One trend, which I observed 
in graduate school, is toward greater specialization. Battle histories exam- 
ine the minutiae of regimental movements during military engagements. 
Tomes have been dedicated to the study of President Lincoln's cabinet. 
Other works leave the realm of politics and war to study the home front 
and slavery. Recently, environmental historians have begun examining the 
Civil War. While great insights have come from this scholarship, I worry 
that the narrow focus of historians on specific themes or episodes—be it 
slavery, the war, politics, or the environment—prevents readers from un- 
derstanding how interwoven these spheres were to the men and women of 
the Civil War era. The goal of this book is to illuminate such connections. 
While engaging in tumultuous politics, radical social change, and violence, 
northerners brought with them the values and beliefs cultivated through 
their relationship with farmland. They believed that the America of small 
farms and sturdy yeomen would prevail in war and continue through the 
nineteenth century. 
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ne 


A QUESTION OF SLAVERY IN THE WEST 


The people of the North have examined and considered this subject, 
and I think, have made up their judgments in regard to it. Their motto is, 


‘No slave territory, —no more slave states.’"—Joshua Giddings, 1849 


William Henry Seward delivered his first address in the U.S. Senate on 
March 11, 1850. Taking note of the intense opposition to slavery’s west- 
ward expansion in his home state of New York, the senator sought to capi- 
talize on the sentiment to further his political career. Seward explained 
that America had a divine obligation to keep Mexico’s former lands free 
from slavery. He claimed, in the speech’s most famous passage, “It is true, 
indeed, that the national domain is ours. It is true it was acquired by the 
valor and with the wealth of the whole nation. But we hold, nevertheless, 
no arbitrary power over it... . [T ]here is a higher law than the Constitu- 
tion, which regulates our authority over the domain, and devotes it to the 
same noble purposes. The territory is a part, no inconsiderable part, of the 
common heritage of mankind, bestowed upon them by the Creator of the 
universe. We are his stewards.”! 

Both contemporaries and later historians interpreted Seward’s speech 
as a direct attack on slavery in the South, appealing to abolitionists who 
ignored constitutional barriers in their quest to outlaw the institution. Yet, 
as the full context of the “higher law” comment shows, Seward and the 
majority of his supporters were more concerned with slavery’s presence in 
the West. Historians have suggested several reasons why a northern popu- 
lation with strong antiblack prejudices and little abolitionist sentiment 
supported politicians like Seward. Eric Foner, in the classic Free Soil, Free 
Labor, Free Men, claims that the Republican Party was formed on “the pre- 
cepts that free labor was economically and socially superior to slave labor.” 
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Eugene H. Berwanger identifies antiblack prejudice as a critical element of 
the free-soil coalition. William W. Freehling explains how political events 
such as the gag rule, the Compromise of 1850, and the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act led Republican voters to believe that there was a “slave power” con- 
spiracy aiming to remove their civil liberties and political rights. Michael 
A. Morrison’s more recent Slavery and the American West emphasizes the 
importance of western expansion in the minds of many Americans. The 
conflict over slavery in the West was about the future of America. “North- 
erners,” Morrison claims, “saw slavery and .. . the civilization that it had 
produced as un-American, not following from revolutionary principles.” 

Most of these reasons are valid, but one that scholars have yet to explore 
in full detail is that after the Mexican-American War, many white north- 
erners began viewing slavery as an impediment to the small-farm ideal 
once championed so famously by Thomas Jefferson. Since Jefferson's time, 
Americans had believed that small farms practicing agricultural perma- 
nence served as the foundation for the ideal society. This belief, however, 
did not have an explicit connection to the slavery controversy. Jeffer- 
son himself owned slaves and supported the institution’s extension into 
Missouri. Only after the Mexican-American War did politicians such as 
Seward label slavery as the primary threat to the ideal agrarian republic.’ 

This chapter begins by exploring all the objections to slavery’s extension 
contained in Seward’s famous “higher law” speech. The source is wonderful 
for introducing the main antislavery ideas later conveyed by the Republican 
Party. The main contention is that while the Jeffersonian agrarian ideal 
and the initial critiques of slavery’s expansion during the Missouri crisis 
influenced the Free-Soil and Republican Parties of the 1850s, there were 
differences between the earlier and later versions of antislavery. The type 
of antislavery ideology Seward expressed was something new, not the 
evolution of earlier Federalist, Whig, or abolitionist beliefs. Prior to 1848, 
promotion of smallholder settlement of the West did not have direct links 
to antislavery thought. Even many opponents of slavery in Missouri, such 
as Rufus King, were not troubled by the institution’s establishment in the 
“Old Southwest.” 

Instead, from the 1780s to the early 1800s, Americans connected debates 
over land-use practices with “republicanism’—the dominant meme of poli- 
tics at the time. Later, during Whig and Democratic Party conflict, land- 
use politics became a proxy for larger ideological battles over the market 
revolution. Favoring a mixed economy that balanced manufacturing with 
farming, Whigs promoted agricultural permanence so that farmers could 
reside in settled communities instead of seeking new land. Democrats 
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countered that national expansion could best secure the needs of farmers 
by providing them with additional land. These views were not determined 
by sectional allegiance. Slave-owning Democrats such as Thomas Hart 
Benton supported the settlement of the West by small farmers. Slave- 
owning Whigs such as Henry Clay opposed national expansion, desiring 
to improve what the United States already owned. The acquisition of the 
Mexican cession changed everything. After repeatedly losing the debate 
over whether America should take new territory, Whigs had to deal with 
the issue of how this territory should be settled. Many northern Whigs, 
such as George Julian, began adopting the former Democratic Party po- 
sition that yeoman farmers should settle the West. Julian and his fellow 
Free-Soilers thought that a West full of these people would act as a natural 
barrier to slavery. Likewise, northern Democrats such as David Wilmot 
joined Julian in the free-soil movement, claiming that slave plantations 
would destroy western soil, leaving the land unsuitable for small farms. 

William Seward outlined six primary objections to slavery’s presence 
in the West in his “higher law” speech. First, slave owners could outcom- 
pete free laborers because “slave labor [was] cheaper than free labor, and 
it would go first into new regions; and wherever it goes it brings labor 
into dishonor, and therefore free white labor avoids competition.” Second, 
Seward played on the racial fears of white northerners, explaining that 
they had no desire to reside near the “debased African.’ Third, Seward 
implied that slaveholders had taken control of government to squelch free 
speech and ensure slavery’s future growth—the “slave power” argument. 
He argued that it was high time for northerners to “firmly, but calmly as- 
sert their convictions” against such power. These three objections to slav- 
ery have been well-documented by Foner and other political historians.* 

Historians have given less attention to three other reasons that 
Seward mentioned. First was the threat that slavery posed to American 
“civilization.” Seward believed that free settlement in the West would cre- 
ate a “new and more perfect civilization . . . to bless the earth, under the 
sway of our own cherished and beneficent democratic institutions.” Slav- 
ery was barbaric, incompatible with “the security of natural rights, the 
diffusion of knowledge, and the freedom of industry.’ All nations could 
move from “barbarism’—a society where poverty, ignorance, and vice 
prevailed—to higher levels of civilization. While earlier northern politi- 
cians thought about the best ways to achieve civilization, slavery was not 
universally considered an impediment to progress. Northerners feared 
that slavery’s harmful effects on the soil prevented the advancement of 
civilization in the West.’ 
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Second, Seward emphasized the potential for the conflict over slavery 
to disrupt the Union, not just on the Mason-Dixon Line but also between 
the Atlantic and Pacific coasts. He explained, “Will you say that California 
has no ability to become independent? She has advantages of position. 
She is practically further removed from us than England. We cannot 
reach her by railroad, nor by unbroken steam navigation. We can send 
no armies over the prairie, the mountain, and the desert.” Seward warned 
of a “Republic of the Pacific,’ consisting of Oregon and the “western de- 
clivity of the Sierra Nevada [California ].” After the crisis over Texas and 
Mexico, Americans stopped viewing abolitionists as the primary threat to 
the Union. Instead, the threat came from slaveholders and their aggressive 
promotion of national expansion, filibustering, and imperialism. One of 
the causes of southern disloyalty was land use. Poor land-use practices ne- 
cessitated the constant territorial expansion that endangered the Union. 
Additionally, slaveholding “land monopolies,’ northerners alleged, made 
them too powerful and encouraged disloyal sentiments. Disunion would 
not only wreck the United States; it would also discredit democratic and 
republican governments worldwide.® 

Third, underlying both of these ideas was a firm conviction that slavery 
threatened agricultural prosperity in the West. Without proper land-use 
practices, the chances for a strong union and a “civilized” population seemed 
remote. While a few writers in the early nineteenth century commented on 
the threat slavery posed to agrarian communities, they did so believing that 
white southerners would see the light of reason and get rid of the institution 
on their own. Land development became central to the slavery debate only 
after the Mexican-American War. Despite the rising urban population in the 
North, debates over soil fertility, exhaustion, and waste filled the pages of 
journals and popular books. Northern farmers believed that slave planta- 
tions exhausted the soil, creating an insatiable thirst for new land to exploit. 
Seward praised the North for embracing “the spirit of universal emancipa- 
tion,’ “renouncing luxury,’ and embracing “commercial empire.” In turn, the 
South, “misled by a new and profitable culture,’ had to “maintain and perpet- 
uate slavery” in the face of soil exhaustion. Seward promised that he would 
not allow slavery’s wasteful hands to touch the “genial climate of New Mexico 
and Eastern California” and ruin these lands as well. Tending small farms for 
multiple generations created yeomen dedicated to self-improvement, stable 
communities, and loyalty to the United States.” 

Questions of land development in the early republic, prior to the 
Mexican-American War, pertained to which forms of land use best pro- 
moted national development and, to a much lesser extent, how land-use 
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practices related to aesthetics. The question of slavery’s expansion was 
sometimes referenced during debates over these questions, but it was 
insignificant compared to other concerns. Though Free-Soilers and 
Republicans would later praise Thomas Jefferson and the actual author— 
Massachusetts Federalist Nathan Dane—for excluding slavery from new 
territories in the 1787 Northwest Ordinance, republicanism was the real 
issue to the people of the time. Republicanism can be defined as the belief 
that government should remain small to prevent corruption and aristoc- 
racy. For a government to remain small and unobtrusive, however, peo- 
ple needed to be virtuous and moral, lest society descend into anarchy. 
Advocates of what historian Major L. Wilson calls “corporate freedom” 
looked to positive government action to achieve development over time. 
These men and women called for stemming the tide of western migration, 
arguing that settled communities improved morality. Public order could 
not be achieved in a violent, frontier society. Advocates of development 
over space, such as Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin, argued 
that the government should facilitate the rapid settlement of the West by 
freemen. Such a society benefited progress and republicanism by avoid- 
ing the political corruption and social decay allegedly existing in urban 
environments.® 

Questions of land settlement appeared immediately after the American 
Revolution, when the U.S. government had to decide what to do with 
the vast swaths of land bordering the original thirteen colonies. While 
various Indian tribes and European nations laid claim to most of the 
trans-Appalachian West, the treaty ending the Revolutionary War pre- 
sented the United States with the large amount of territory that forms 
the present-day states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Kentucky, 
Tennessee, and Wisconsin. After receiving the lands from the states that 
claimed them (New York, Virginia, Massachusetts, and Connecticut), the 
Articles of Confederation Congress created a plan to organize expansion. 
The first major land policy of the United States, drafted by Thomas Jeffer- 
son, passed in 1784. Once a territory had 20,000 people, it could apply for 
admission into the United States “on an equal footing with the. . . original 
states” given that its government “be in republican forms, and shall admit 
no person to be a citizen, who holds any hereditary title.” Such a land pol- 
icy, Jefferson believed, would allow the country to expand geographically 
while maintaining its republican character.® 

Congress passed the second land ordinance on May 20, 1785. The 
law dictated that after foreign nations—including Indian tribes—gave 
land to the federal government, surveyors would divide it into squares 
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six-miles-a-side called “townships” and then subdivide each square into 
640-acre increments called “sections.” Government land was to be sold 
in these 640-acre increments to the highest bidder. Why 640? Already 
connecting the size of land ownership to an intended social goal, authori- 
ties considered 640 acres the minimum amount for successful community. 
When settlers wanted to move away from established towns, Congress en- 
couraged them to create small villages rather than live in geographical 
isolation. The 1785 ordinance also reflected the government’s support for 
education, as Congress reserved the proceeds from the sale of the sixteenth 
section of every township to fund schools. Above all, the ordinance dem- 
onstrated sectional unity on land-use questions. Northern and southern 
congressmen alike agreed that hardworking settlers should be encouraged 
to buy land, and that these sales would provide the government with a 
much-needed source of revenue. Neither the 1784 law nor the 1785 follow- 
up discussed slavery.’ 

The Northwest Ordinance of July 13, 1787, continued many of the 
principles first outlined in the 1784 and 1785 laws, crafting land policy 
to advance the needs of small farmers, republican government, and 
education. Hoping to settle the territory—comprising today’s states of 
Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota—with 
smallholders, Congress reserved one-seventh of the acreage as a reward 
for Revolutionary War veterans. Furthermore, as Article III of the ordi- 
nance explained, “[r]eligion, morality, and knowledge being necessary to 
good government and the happiness of mankind, schools, and the means 
of education shall forever be encouraged.” Like the 1785 bill, the North- 
west Ordinance dedicated proceeds from land sales to support education. 
While the bill jettisoned Jefferson's notion of a state deciding on its own to 
enter the Union, it still incorporated his idea that incoming states had the 
same rights and privileges as older states—a necessity for republican gov- 
ernment. As historian Harold M. Hyman concludes, “Publicly supported 
education ... would create literate free farmers who would staff the gov- 
ernments sketched in the 1787 law.” The ordinance also banned slavery 
from the new territories. This part of the law, however, did not signify a 
grand plan to extend free institutions to the West. Both northerners and 
southerners, Jeffersonian Republicans and Federalists, believed that cer- 
tain territories were better suited for particular crops, and that these crops 
were better cultivated by either slave or free labor. In fact, between 1823 
and 1824, Illinois held a convention to discuss the possibility of allowing 
slavery in the state, with proponents arguing that “population grew and 
the economy developed most rapidly where slavery was legal." 
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During the 1790s, conflict over land policy emerged as politicians 
presented different notions of what the ideal society should be. Treasury 
Secretary and Federalist Alexander Hamilton believed that the United 
States should have an economy that included agriculture, commerce, and 
industry. Selling land cheaply to small farmers hurt the development of the 
latter two sectors. Also, Hamilton wanted to get the most revenue possible 
from the sale of public lands in order to pay revolutionary war debts. He 
thus advocated the Land Act of 1796, which set the minimum price of gov- 
ernment land at two dollars per acre and specified that land be sold in 5,760- 
and 640-acre segments to promote town formation. Hamilton’s supporters 
in Congress passed the measure over Congressman Albert Sidney Gallatin’s 
opposition. The Pennsylvanian had proposed an alternative: selling land 
in “quarter-section” segments of 160 acres. Quarter sections, Gallatin be- 
lieved, would allow more people to own land, thus encouraging farming and 
western settlement. Gallatin and his political ally—presidential aspirant 
Thomas Jefferson—believed that expansion would preserve the agrarian 
character of the American republic. “Those who labour in the earth,’ Jef- 
ferson wrote, “are the chosen people of God, if ever he had a chosen people, 
whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit of genuine virtue. It is 
the focus in which he keeps alive that sacred fire, which otherwise might 
escape from the face of the earth.”” 

As shown by the conflict over the 1796 Land Act, the debates over land 
use in the 1790s and early 1800s were about the best means to promote 
a virtuous citizenry that safeguarded republicanism. Linking small farms 
with a stable state, Jefferson believed that landowning yeomen, linked to 
the world through commerce, were the ideal citizens of the American re- 
public. Expansion was integral to this vision. As historian Joyce Appleby 
explains, “Western lands drew off wage earners from both rural and urban 
areas, and wages rose as the work force grew smaller. It was a relationship 
well understood by the Republicans [Jefferson’s party] in Congress who 
voted to reduce the minimum size of land purchases, extend credit to buy- 
ers, and place land offices in the areas where ordinary men and women 
lived.” Criticizing Jefferson’s ideas, the Federalists argued that the govern- 
ment did not have the necessary military power to defend distant territo- 
ries against foreign threats. Reflecting their elitist background, Federalists 
also viewed settlers as a lawless rabble whose destructive tendencies could 
only be contained by the legal structures and institutions found in towns. 
They opposed rapid expansion and land distribution in quarter sections. A 
virtuous citizenry was more likely to develop in territory the United States 
already owned.” 
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Besides republicanism, Americans tied land use to “civilization.” The 
word enjoyed wide currency in newspapers, political debate, and intellec- 
tual circles in both Europe and the United States at the turn of the nine- 
teenth century. For people such as Jefferson, civilization meant the high- 
est material and intellectual development human beings could achieve. 
Both Europeans and Americans had an environmental understanding 
of civilization. Where people lived and worked had an influence on their 
level of civilization. In the eighteenth century, for instance, famous French 
philosopher Georges-Louis Leclerc, the Comte de Buffon, accused Ameri- 
cans of being sickly, weak, and ignorant because they lived in an “uncivi- 
lized” world. The United States’ built and natural environment prevented 
civilization from growing. Mammals and plants were smaller and less 
varied than those in Europe. America had no big cities that could exert 
a positive influence on mankind through art, education, science, and cul- 
ture. Thomas Jefferson responded that the North American landscape 
could create a powerful civilization. Jefferson believed that this landscape 
provided ideal space for a rural society of landowning farmers. Europe 
was uncivilized, a “hopeless sinkhole of avarice, ignorance and abject 
poverty.” The physical environment, he believed, both reflected and in- 
fluenced American civilization. Jefferson celebrated the powerful animals 
of North America, even sending a large moose carcass to Buffon to tower 
over smaller French deer. Unfortunately for Jefferson, the moose’s body 
decayed during the journey across the Atlantic.“ 

In 1803, after becoming president, Jefferson had an opportunity to 
put his ideas concerning land use and social structure into action. He 
engineered the Louisiana Purchase, doubling the territory of the United 
States. Jefferson believed the land would turn the United States into an 
“Empire of Liberty,’ creating space for the self-sufficient farmers he ideal- 
ized. Four major issues immediately developed. First, would the govern- 
ment permit slavery to exist in new territories? Second, squatters began 
moving west and erecting houses, fences, and farms on government and 
Indian land. Would the claims and “improvements” of these settlers be 
recognized? Third, western land speculation grew in popularity. Specula- 
tors borrowed money to buy land from the government or Indian tribes, 
hoping that settlers would purchase the property at a higher price. Would 
these speculators continue to determine land prices? Finally, the amount 
of land available for sale remained controversial. Would land be sold in 
quarter sections to benefit poorer buyers, or would it be sold in 320- or 
640-acre segments to promote townships? Until the Mexican War, an- 
swers to the last three questions revolved around party lines and an 
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East-West sectional split. For several years, these alliances contained the 
North-South disagreement over the first question.” 

The potential for free-state and slave-state disagreement over western 
expansion came to a head in the controversy over Missouri’s admission to 
the Union in 1819. Democratic-Republican congressman James Tallmadge 
Jr. of New York created a firestorm when he offered amendments banning 
slavery in the proposed state. Tallmadge and his allies believed that slav- 
ery’s presence would harm Missouri's lands, preventing agricultural devel- 
opment and the establishment of small farms. For instance, New Yorker 
and Democratic-Republican John W. Taylor argued that slavery would 
cause Missouri to be “overrun with weeds” and filled with a “squalid slow- 
motioned, black population.” Taylor claimed that “[h Jad not slavery been 
introduced into Maryland, her numerous and extensive old fields, which 
now appear to be worse than useless, would long since have supported a 
dense population of industrious freemen, and contributed largely to the 
strength and resources of the State.” Slavery in the West could also destroy 
the Union by preventing its settlement by small farmers. The institution, 
Tallmadge explained, threatened the very empire of liberty that Jefferson 
sought. “Behold this extended empire,’ Tallmadge prophesied, “inhabited 
by the hardy sons of American freemen—knowing their rights, and inher- 
iting the will to protect them—owners of the soil on which they live, and 
interested in the institutions which they defend—with two oceans laving 
your shores, and tributary to your purposes bearing on their bosoms the 
commerce of people.” Tallmadge continued: “Reverse this scene; people 
this fair dominion with the slaves of your planters; extend slavery—this 
bane of man, this abomination of heaven—over your extended empire, 
and you prepare its dissolution.” 

New York’s Federalist senator Rufus King agreed, hypothesizing that 
Missouri’s admission “not only has in purpose to fill the fertile regions W. 
of the Mississippi with slaves” but also to introduce slavery to the “exten- 
sive, fertile and happy States” of Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio. Despite mem- 
bership in different parties, King, Tallmadge, and Taylor each espoused 
the view that permanent settlements were vital to a strong state. In order 
to achieve such permanence, farmers needed to carry out agricultural 
practices that allowed land to produce bountiful crops for multiple gen- 
erations. The people who worked the land also needed to own it—an im- 
plicit rejection of slavery. John Lorain’s Nature and Reason Harmonized 
in the Practice of Husbandry, published in 1825, attacked the “ruinous 
practices too generally pursued by Tenants in this country,’ advocating 
numerous methods to ensure agricultural permanence. One surefire way 
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was to increase landownership, thus encouraging farmers to have a stake 
in the land they tended. Widespread landownership was impossible in 
a slave society. In Virginia, “[t]he laboring class of white and free citi- 
zens have been suppressed, discouraged, and nearly rooted out” by slave 
owners, Lorain contended. In fact, he elaborated, the “native [farming ] 
talents” of slaves themselves “have been oppressed by savage ignorance.””” 

During the debate over the Missouri Compromise, Americans also 
began referring to slavery as hostile to Jefferson's vision of civilization. 
Slavery’s poor agricultural practices prevented the establishment of 
civilized cities and towns. An associate of Rufus King wrote: “We pro- 
test, solemnly protest, against coupling the destiny of Maine, the civilized 
populous State of Maine (300,000 free inhabitants) with the trackless 
regions, the dreary wastes, the sable tribes of the Missouri beyond the 
Mississippi.” Moreover, slavery halted the orderly development of society 
from barbarism to civilization by inhibiting material progress and intel- 
lectual development. For Rufus King, slavery “dishonour[ed] the hands 
of freemen.” The government should instead promote “Higher Branches 
of Literature” to surround settlers with institutions of “civil and moral de- 
portment.” One of his associates agreed: “If this is not done for us in the 
West, a comparative barbarism will ensue.” 

Contemporary observations of southern agriculture suggested to north- 
erners like King, Taylor, and Lorain that slavery was wasteful. These obser- 
vations planted the ideological seeds for future opposition to slavery in the 
West. Due to different soil types and crops, historian Steven Stoll explains 
that slave plantations practiced slash-and-burn agriculture. “Planters,” 
Stoll notes, “used fire to prepare a clearing, cropped for a few years, and 
then let the land return to brush.” The practice produced fields with “half- 
burned logs and stumps never removed, then halted and doubled back... 
bushy bramble and weedy pines still too stunted to be called an understory.” 
Slave owners also focused on the profit-making crops of cotton, sugar, rice, 
and tobacco. These cash crops depleted soil nutrients, prompting planters 
to move west in search of new land. One South Carolina planter wrote: 
“Most of us have children, relatives and friends, who have left the state 
and gone westwardly, to seek for new lands. Many more, distinguished for 
talents and enterprises and public spirit, may be expected to follow, un- 
less something can be done at home to afford them profitable occupation.” 
While slave owner and agricultural reformer Edmund Ruffin responded by 
calling for new agricultural practices in the South, some viewed the unat- 
tractive landscape and emigration as an indictment of slavery itself. “[1] 
t has been urged, from the nature of the climate and soil of the Southern 
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countries, that the lands cannot be occupied or cultivated without slaves,” 
James Tallmadge explained, but in truth, slavery was “an evil . . . threaten- 
ing, in its progress to overwhelm the civil and religious institutions of the 
country.” 

In the compromise that followed Tallmadge’s amendments, Congress 
admitted Missouri as a slave state, accepted Maine as a free state, and for- 
bade slavery in the Louisiana Territory north of the 36°30’ latitude. Rufus 
King’s son, John Alsop King, predicted that debate over slavery’s extension 
would resurface with every new territorial acquisition. In March 1820 he 
wrote, “This question tho’ apparently settled for the present moment by 
the recent decision of Congress, is in truth far from being so, its influence 
will increase and its magnitude also, with the erection of every new State 
within the Southern limits of the United States.” Others had a more re- 
strained reaction. John Lorain still believed that emancipation was inevi- 
table. “The time will arrive,” he noted, “when Virginians (who are certainly 
as just, humane and hospital as are the citizens of the States where slavery 
has been abolished) may . . . set their negroes free.” John King—not John 
Lorain—was right. Arguments that slavery poisoned the land, discouraged 
permanent settlement, and thus had the potential to fragment the Union 
would surface again.?° 

Yet, while the rhetoric of the Missouri Crisis appears similar to the 
slavery controversies in the late 1840s and 1850s, there were some 
important distinctions. Some extension advocates, such as Thomas 
Jefferson, believed that the institution would gradually die out through a 
process of “diffusion” “Diffusing” slaves over a “greater surface,” Jefferson 
wrote, would “facilitate the accomplishment of their emancipation” by 
lessening the imagined danger of black freedom to the white population. 
Other proponents of slavery in Missouri interpreted restriction in light 
of the partisan politics of the time. A faction of Jefferson’s party known 
as the “Old Republicans” believed that limiting slavery was just another 
“consolidating tendency,’ like the national bank, the protective tariff, 
and internal improvements—a Federalist plot to increase the author- 
ity of the central state. Opponents were not opposed to slavery’s expan- 
sion in totality; rather, they questioned its appropriateness to Missouri 
in particular. Should Missouri produce cash crops for the world market 
using slave labor, or should the state have a balance of agriculture and 
commerce, with some production directed toward a domestic market? 
Federalists like King did not exert serious effort to stop slavery from 
expanding to Louisiana in 1812, believing that the state was well suited 
to slave labor.”! 
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Debate over land development after Missouri did not revolve around 
notions of “republicanism,” as it had in the 1790s, or slavery, as it briefly had 
in 1819 and 1820. Instead, politicians, citizens, and intellectuals formed 
new opinions on the role of land in American life in response to the market 
revolution. In the wake of the War of 1812 and peace in Europe, Americans 
witnessed improved technology, faster transportation methods, and more 
efficient business institutions, leading to explosive economic growth. The 
Erie Canal, connecting the Great Lakes to the Hudson River, was a prime 
example. Launched in 1817 and reaching Albany by 1823, the canal en- 
abled farmers and producers in the Midwest to send their products to 
New York harbor and thus sell them throughout the Atlantic world. While 
President James Monroe proclaimed his 1817 to 1825 presidency as the 
“era of good feelings,’ a political group known as the “National Republi- 
cans” argued for continued economic development along these lines. Old 
Republicans, by contrast, feared the consequences of the market revolu- 
tion for white farmers, arguing that “centralizing” institutions such as the 
national bank should be eliminated and more land acquired to provide 
space for yeomen.”? 

Old Republicans and their successors—the Democrats—believed that 
a nation of small white farmers would prevent the worst of the “centraliz- 
ing” tendencies from becoming permanent. Corresponding to this notion, 
they favored giving settlers preferential rights to the land they had occu- 
pied on the frontier. They also wanted to encourage yeomen settlement of 
the West by selling federal land cheaply and in small sections. Tennessean 
Andrew Jackson, elected president in 1828, was their champion. Jackson 
removed Native Americans from coveted land and promoted preemption. 
Used haphazardly in frontier states since the American Revolution, pre- 
emption can be defined as “the occupying settler’s preferential right to 
buy the public land he had squatted upon and the right to the value of 
the improvements inadvertently made on private land.” In the Preemption 
Act of 1830, the U.S. government forgave pioneer intrusions on the public 
domain, allowing each squatter to claim 160 acres of unreserved land at 
$1.25 an acre. The act incurred opposition from Henry Clay, a Kentucky 
senator and National Republican, who called preemption “fraudulent, 
heartless, abominable speculation, a system that putrefied and corrupted 
all it touched.” Clay believed that preemption promoted the settling of the 
frontier by a “lawless rabble” uninterested in creating stable towns. As a 
result of Clay’s opposition, the 1830 Preemption Act was retroactive, ap- 
plying only to people who had squatted on land since 1829. The act also 
did not allow preemption on unsurveyed land.?? 
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The debate over the first preemption act showcased both change and 
continuity from Jefferson’s time and the bruising clashes over Missouri. 
The Democratic Party of Jackson and Martin Van Buren—Jackson’s 
vice president—claimed to follow in Jefferson’s footsteps, arguing that 
expansion provided freedom from “wage slavery” by giving poor people 
land to farm. Representing the National Republican and later Whig 
opposition, Clay believed that Congress should work on improving the 
nation’s existing territory through canals, roads, industry, and a national 
bank. These improvements would fuel market development. Land sales 
to the highest bidder, not the poor farmer, provided the funding for these 
projects. Whereas Clay looked at urban areas and saw bustling markets 
and enriching commerce, Jackson saw overcrowding, concentrated wealth, 
and the loss of independence. Unlike the Missouri clash, slave-state Whigs 
such as Clay opposed selling cheap land to aspiring farmers for reasons 
unrelated to slavery, while northern Democrats such as Van Buren favored 
it. The arguments revolved around what kind of country America would 
become. Old Republicans and Democrats conceived of the Union as a 
coalition of self-governing states expanding over geographical space. 
National Republicans and—after 1836—Whigs believed that a stable and 
more urban population, engaged in a wide range of economic pursuits, 
would lead to more progress and civilization.”* 

The ideological differences between Whigs and Democrats on the 
ideal society and its corresponding form of land use continued during the 
debates over preemption and homesteading in the late 1830s and early 
1840s. Whigs blamed the ruinous panic of 1837 on reckless land specula- 
tion. They believed that making western land more expensive would have 
the double benefit of restricting speculation and providing money for new 
internal improvement projects that could end the recession. Democrats, 
particularly those from western states such as Missouri, came to the op- 
posite conclusion. More western land was needed, they insisted, to pro- 
vide farms for families impoverished by the bad economy. The Preemp- 
tion Act of 1841, passed with Democratic support and signed by President 
John Tyler, sought to encourage western settlement. The act, unlike the 
1830 legislation, allowed squatters to have preferential rights to buy land 
when the government sold it. Settlers could purchase up to 160 acres of 
land at $1.25 an acre. The 1841 law marked a Democratic triumph. The 
government no longer sought revenue from land sales and favored actual 
settlers—rather than speculators—in purchases. Democrats tried to pass 
another measure in 1844, when congressman Robert Smith of Ilinois in- 
troduced the first homestead bill, providing a grant of “eighty acres of land 
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to any settler who was the head of a family” and “unable to purchase said 
land.’ The act would have provided a free land title to settlers on surveyed 
government land. Senate Whigs defeated Smith’s bill.?° 

National conversations about land development did not just revolve 
around expansion and farming. Popular authors, architects, intellectuals, 
and ordinary citizens also debated the ideal aesthetic for land. What did 
natural beauty look like? Why should Americans care about geographical 
wonders and lands displaying physical splendor? Did exposure to natu- 
ral beauty benefit the mind and soul? Romanticism, a popular literary 
convention and ideology, provided answers to all these questions. As the 
famous environmental historian Roderick Nash notes, “‘Romanticism’ re- 
sists definition, but in general it implies an enthusiasm for the strange, 
remote, solitary, and mysterious.” In a time of increasing market develop- 
ment, some Americans thought that people needed to experience raw na- 
ture or face moral decay. New Hampshire denizen Daniel Adams, author 
of the 1824 Agricultural Reader, Designed for the Use of Schools, wrote: 
“The spacious hall, the lighted assembly, and the splendid equipages do 
not soothe and entertain the mind in any degree like the verdant plain, 
the wavy field, the artless stream, the enameled mead, the fragrant grove, 
the melodious birds, the sportive beasts.” Beginning in the 1820s, Ameri- 
can tourists flocked to Niagara Falls, viewing the falls as a wellspring for 
artistic inspiration and spiritual renewal.”° 

Corresponding with these new romantic interpretations of nature, 
landscape painting and urban parks exploded in popularity. In 1825 Eng- 
lish artist Thomas Cole started producing sketches and oil paintings of 
the Hudson River for public consumption. Poet William Cullen Bryant 
believed that Cole did a better job capturing the river’s “scenic beauty” 
than any other artist. Painters such as Cole remained popular through 
the 1850s. Others thought that the beauties of nature could be brought 
to urban environments through the creation of parks. Andrew Jackson 
Downing, a renowned horticulturist from the Hudson River valley, be- 
lieved that preserving or building an area for forests and meadows within 
cities provided space for quiet reflection and the “return” to nature that the 
romantics advocated. Before his death in 1852, Downing helped design 
the National Mall in Washington, D.C.?” 

Many suggested that another reason Americans should appreciate 
natural beauty was to take pride in their country’s landscape. While white 
Americans believed that they had no cultural landmarks to compete with 
the castles and ruins of Europe, areas of pristine nature offered their own 
advantages. In his famous treatise Notes on the State of Virginia, Thomas 
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Jefferson described the commonwealth’s Natural Bridge as one of “the 
most sublime of Nature’s works,” a structure that could rival any ancient 
cathedral or Roman ruin in Europe. Noted novelist Washington Irving 
spoke in 1832 of his desire to see the American West “while Lit was] still in 
a state of pristine wildness and behold herds of buffaloes scouring the na- 
tive prairies.” Irving continued: “We send our youth abroad to grow luxuri- 
ous and effeminate in Europe; it appears to me, that a previous tour on the 
prairies would be more likely to produce that manliness, simplicity, and 
self-dependence most in unison with our political institutions.” The same 
year, painter George Catlin even went so far as to argue that the “pristine 
beauty and wildness” of the Great Plains should be preserved in a “magnifi- 
cent park, where the world could see for ages to come, the native Indian... 
amid the fleeting herds of elks and buffaloes.” Catlin’s call was unusual and 
ignored; Niagara Falls did not become a park until 1885, and Jefferson's 
prized natural bridge became a privately held resort. By the 1840s, how- 
ever, Americans had begun to appreciate natural beauty in land. This ap- 
preciation would influence midcentury debates about whether land should 
be reserved for small farmers or enshrined in public parks.** 

While northerners and southerners alike could enjoy the Natural Bridge 
and hold similar views about western expansion, the issue of slavery ex- 
tension could demolish partisan allegiances. The slaveholding Republic 
of Texas, which requested to join the United States in 1836, was one such 
flashpoint. Whig senator Daniel Webster of Massachusetts thundered in 
March 1837 that he would resist “anything that shall extend the slavery 
of the African race on this continent.” South Carolina’s rabid defender of 
slavery, Senator John C. Calhoun, responded by warning that “abolition- 
ists, consolidationists, [and] colonizationists” had taken over the Whig 
Party. Texas had the potential to reignite the debates over slavery’s exten- 
sion first seen in Missouri and thus the claims that the institution harmed 
soil and small farms.”° 

Controversy over Texas and slavery’s expansion dominated national 
headlines in 1844 when President John Tyler presented an annexation 
treaty to the Senate. This controversy would ultimately render the old 
Whig and Democratic positions on land development irrelevant. Land 
policy became intertwined with slavery. In the run-up to the presidential 
election of 1844, antislavery Whig congressman Joshua Giddings of Ohio 
warned that annexation would allow slavery to spread to new fertile 
grounds rather than collapse due to soil exhaustion. Giddings claimed 
that people should compare Virginia and New York to understand why 
the United States should not add another slave state. “Let us examine 
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[New York],’ Giddings proposed. “[T]Jake notice of her turnpikes, her 
railroads, her canals, her industrious and thriving population, her com- 
merce and universal prosperity. Then look at Virginia! Mark her miserable 
highways, her deserted plantations, her dilapidated dwellings, her ragged 
slaves of almost every shade of complexion, her uncouth implements of 
husbandry . .. her extensive forests, [and] the almost total absence of all 
evidence of thrift and prosperity.” Tyler, Calhoun, and southern politicians, 
in turn, warned of a dark plot by Britain to annex Texas and turn it into 
an abolitionist enclave should the United States fail to acquire the Lone 
Star Republic. Democratic newspapers also highlighted that annexing 
Texas would increase national glory and open up new land and markets 
for farmers.*° 

Henry Clay, the Whig’s presidential candidate in 1844, lost to the 
proexpansion Democrat James K. Polk. Southern Democrats effectively 
charged Whigs with disloyalty to the South because of their opposition to 
Texas. One newspaper criticized “the coalition between the Clay Party, and 
the Abolitionists of the North and the Northwest.” More important was 
the Democrat advertisement that Texas provided whites with bountiful 
quantities of cheap, fertile land, where nonslaveholders and small slave- 
holders alike could join the ranks of the elite planter class. As one southern 
Whig wrote in despair, “For anyone now to say that the Texas question had 
no influence on the presidential election only makes a fool or an ass of 
himself’ In the North, the claims that England wanted Texas appealed to 
the anti-British sentiments of Irish and Canadian Catholic immigrants." 

On February 26, 1845, before Polk took office, John Tyler succeeded in 
cajoling Congress to accept Texas annexation. After assuming the presi- 
dency, Polk presented his full vision of expansion, calling for the United 
States to take control of the Oregon Territory up to the Alaskan border as 
well as to assert “by all constitutional means the right of the United States 
to that portion of our territory which lies beyond the Rocky Mountains.” 
When the Mexican government refused Polk’s demands, the president or- 
dered a small army under General Zachary Taylor to take up a position 
“as near the [Rio Grande] as circumstances permit.” Mexico, still con- 
sidering Texas a “province in revolt,” recognized the border at the Nueces 
River, while the Texans—and now the U.S. government—deemed the Rio 
Grande the border. After Mexican cavalry clashed with American dra- 
goons near the Rio Grande on April 23, 1846, Polk asked Congress to de- 
clare war on Mexico. Indiana Whig George W. Julian, Joshua Giddings’s 
son-in-law, fumed: “This robust Executive falsehood, with which the slave 
power compelled him to face the civilized world, must always hold a very 
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high rank in the annals of public audacity and crime” On May 13, 1846, 
despite opposition from northern Whigs such as Julian, Congress issued 
a declaration of war.” 

The war threatened the old party distinctions on land policy, forcing 
the issue of slavery expansion back into the politics of land development. 
Future debate over western land-settlement and agricultural practices be- 
came intertwined with slavery. When James K. Polk requested $2 million 
to negotiate a territorial acquisition from Mexico in August 1846, Pennsyl- 
vania Democrat David Wilmot attached an amendment restricting slavery 
from any land taken. As historian Jonathan Earle astutely notes, during 
the subsequent four-year debate over the proviso, “In every speech and 
letter Wilmot composed on the subject, he included a variation on the 
observation that slavery destroys not only its laborers but the land itself” 
By 1846, Wilmot had come to believe that slavery exhausted soil, forc- 
ing slave owners to constantly search for new land. This search, Wilmot 
believed, took land away from the northern white men who needed small 
farms. The West, he held, “was the great heritage of our people—the field 
in which our empire was to grow and to expand." 

In one of his more-famous speeches on the proviso, Wilmot began by 
disclaiming any abolitionist sentiment. “Is there any complexion of Abo- 
litionism in this [the proviso], sir?,” he asked rhetorically, then gave his 
answer: “I have stood up at home, and battled, time and again, against 
the Abolitionists of the North.” Lest any listener mistake his intentions, 
Wilmot also pleaded “no squeamish sensitiveness upon the subject of slav- 
ery, nor morbid sympathy for the slave.” Instead, Wilmot focused on the 
threat of slavery to the land itself. “Slave labor exhausts and makes bar- 
ren the fields it cultivates,” he explained. “The labor is only profitable to 
the master in the production of the staples of cotton, sugar, and tobacco. 
Crop follows crop, until the fertility of the soil is exhausted, when the old 
fields are abandoned, new and virgin soil sought out, to be exhausted in 
the same manner, and in its turn likewise abandoned. Thus, sir, sterility 
follows its path.” The evidence of this phenomenon could be seen in a com- 
parison of Michigan and Arkansas, Wilmot observed. “Contrast Michigan 
with Arkansas. Within the last twenty years, the former has assumed a 
high position among the States of this Union. She exhibits at this day all 
the elements and resources of a great State; cities, flourishing towns, and 
highly cultivated fields, with a population that outnumbers three or four 
times that of Arkansas. Yet, Arkansas has even a better soil, and superior 
natural advantages.” The cause of this “disparity,” Wilmot concluded, was 
“slavery” and “that alone.”** 
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Wilmot connected slave labor with barrenness and wilderness. By 
contrast, he held that free labor would develop western soil correctly 
and thus assure civilization and a powerful nation. Free farmers, Wilmot 
argued, provided the best defense against foreign invasion. “Where the 
men who labor are slaves,” he proclaimed, “you cannot place arms in their 
hands; and it is the free laboring man who constitutes the strength and 
defense of his country on the fields of battle.” The Pennsylvania Democrat 
and future Republican elaborated, “I verily believe that the laborer of the 
North, who goes into the wilderness to hew himself a home, does more 
work than three slaves, while he consumes or wastes less.” In a statement 
eerily prescient of Reconstruction, Wilmot held that only free laborers 
from the North could make the soil of the South fruitful. “Eastern Vir- 
ginia,” he said, “unrivalled in the fertility of its soil, and in the geniality of 
its climate, with navigable rivers and harbors unsurpassed in commercial 
importance, is this day but little better than a barren waste. The free labor 
of the North has commenced the work of regeneration, and to this alone 
can Eastern Virginia look for redemption and renewed prosperity.”** 

David Wilmot was not the only politician who peppered his speeches 
with references to slavery’s abuse of the land. Bradford Ripley Wood, a 
Democratic representative from New York and later Republican, made 
similar claims in the debate over the proviso. For Wood, the physical 
threat of slavery in the West was real. He maintained “that slavery will 
be extended over any, or all territory hereafter to be acquired, unless 
this proviso obtains, is just as certain as that you have the territory.” Like 
Wilmot, Wood believed that the future of a West with slaves could be 
seen in how Virginia managed its land. “I see a Commonwealth once 
powerful,” he explained, “now no longer so—without commerce, without 
resources, and all things wearing the aspect of decay. I see fields, once 
fertile, now almost as barren as if the sirocco of the desert had swept over 
them.” The barren fields created an unstable population. “I see miser- 
able hovels,” Wood noted, “filled with a miserable, degraded, and vicious 
population.” Newspapers made similar claims. The Liberator, an aboli- 
tionist paper, editorialized: “In the older parts of the slave States . . . are 
seen ... too evident signs of stagnation or of positive decay—a sparse 
population—a slovenly cultivation spread over vast fields that are wear- 
ing out, among others already worn out and desolate, —villages and 
towns, ‘few and far between, rarely growing, often decaying, sometimes 
mere remnants.”*® 

American victory in the war with Mexico ensured that the controversy 
engendered by the Wilmot Proviso would continue. In February 1848, 
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Nicholas Trist negotiated the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, adding 525,000 
square miles of territory to the United States. The Federalists, National 
Republicans, and Whigs had repeatedly lost the debate on whether the 
nation should expand; now the arguments centered on how the nation 
would expand. Foremost in the minds of many was the question of slavery 
and how it influenced land use. As Mississippi’s Democratic congressman 
Albert Gallatin Brown described, “The North is opposed to slavery, and the 
South is in favor of it. .. . The North is for confining it in its present limits, 
where they fancy it will languish, and languishing, will die. The South is 
for leaving it unrestrained to go wherever it may be invited by soil, climate, 
and population.” 

Antislavery newspapers and politicians, even those previously opposed 
to the Mexican-American War, celebrated the benefits of adding free 
states to the Union. The Democratic Weekly Herald proclaimed, “Free 
soil, free religion, free speech, and a free press are secured .. . the destiny 
of California is onward. The dream of Columbus is being fulfilled .. . 
let us hope that the proceedings at Washington will be such to extend 
and encourage the prosperity of California and Oregon, and identify their 
enterprise and success with the continued glory and prosperity of the 
Union.” The abolitionist Emancipator and Republican agreed, cheering 
“the action of the Convention at Monterey” for settling “forever the slav- 
ery question for California. The harvest of the gold-sown slopes of the 
Sierra Nevada, and the valleys of the Sacramento and San Joaquin, we 
are permitted to hope, will be reaped by free hands alone.” The paper 
explained that California’s free-state status “has bound her with stronger 
ties to the free North and East, than those which connect Ohio with Ken- 
tucky, or Pennsylvania with Maryland—the ties of a common interest and 
a homogenous labor.”?* 

In Ohio, Salmon P. Chase, leader of the small abolitionist Liberty 
Party, issued a call on May 17, 1848, to organize a “Free Territory Con- 
vention” for all those opposed to slavery in the new lands acquired. New 
York Democrats—furious at the southern scuttling of Martin Van Buren’s 
presidential bid in 1844—agreed to attend. Chase also attracted Whigs 
such as George W. Julian, Joshua R. Giddings, and Massachusetts’s 
Charles Sumner, who were angry at the results of the Mexican War and 
the Whig Party’s nomination of slaveholder Zachary Taylor for president. 
All together, 20,000 people from these disparate groups gathered at the 
National Free-Soil Convention in Buffalo, New York, on August 9, 1848, to 
form anew political party. The convention adopted the slogan “Free Trade, 
Free Soil, Free Speech, and Free Men.”?? 
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The meeting at Buffalo signified a new kind of antislavery politics that 
focused, in part, on slavery’s threat to small farmers and, by extension, 
the ideal society. George Julian wrote that a diverse assortment of 
“Barnburners [Van Buren Democrats]... land reformers . . . working 
men ... special advocates of cheap postage for the people . .. members 
of the liberty party [and] antislavery Whigs” attended the first conven- 
tion. These strange bedfellows nominated Martin Van Buren for president 
and Charles Francis Adams for vice president. The platform reflected the 
different interests of the attendees. All agreed that there should be “no 
more slave states and no more slave territory.’ Of critical importance, how- 
ever, was the fact that the party placed a demand for free homesteads on 
the agenda. What previously had been an issue advocated by Democrats 
became a key component of an antislavery party inhabited by northern- 
ers of all political stripes. The political landscape had shifted. Free-Soilers 
now called for liberal preemption measures and a homestead law instead 
of Democrats.*° 

A homestead law, George Julian explained, provided the foundations for 
Union sentiment in the West. “Give homes to the landless multitudes in the 
country,” he argued, “and you snatch them from crime and starvation . . . 
and place them in a situation at once the most conducive to virtue, to 
the prosperity of the country, and to loyalty to its Government and laws.” 
Julian was envisioning an agrarian republic. Small farmers, creating 
stable communities on the western plains, would ensure the safety of 
the Union. Slavery produced the opposite effect, encouraging barbarism. 
Julian’s father-in-law Joshua Giddings groused that Texas was “brought 
into the Union in order to uphold and perpetuate her slavery . . . the vilest 
system of oppression that has ever disgraced civilized man." 

The people who attended the Buffalo Convention opposed slavery’s 
extension for many of the same reasons that Rufus King and James 
Tallmadge had in 1820. Most notable was the belief that slavery would 
deplete agricultural lands and thus halt economic development in new 
states. Henry Charles Carey, a Whig economist who penned tracts from 
the 1830s through the 1850s, provides a link between the objections of 
earlier antislavery men and later Free-Soilers like Julian and Giddings but 
also shows how they differed. Henry’s father, Matthew Carey, did not have 
a problem with slavery expanding into Missouri in 1819, calling opposi- 
tion to slavery a “seditious proceeding.’ At that time, both Careys believed 
that a program of national development along the lines of Henry Clay’s 
American System would appeal to southern white planters and eventually 
eliminate their need for slavery. Only after 1848 did Henry Carey perceive 
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slavery as the primary threat to farming, and thus to economic growth and 
the Union itself.” 

In 1837 Carey asserted that farmers were the bedrock of society because 
of their ability “by the assistance of capital to acquire a constantly in- 
creasing measure of the comforts of life, with a decreasing amount of 
labor.” In order to acquire such capital, farmers needed to reside in stable 
communities and continue working the same plot of land for multiple 
generations. Carey decried constant western migration in search of more 
fertile land. “In the infancy of society,’ he argued, “the want of capital 
compels [the farmer] to depend for a supply of the necessaries of life . . . 
upon the superior soils. ... [H Je is therefore compelled to live apart from 
his fellow men. ...[F]ertile land is abundant, but he has not the means 
of rendering it productive.” Such settlement led to waste and misery. An 
isolated farmer, “if successful in his search after food . . . does not possess 
the means of transporting or of preserving [it]... . His life is therefore a 
constant alteration of waste and starvation. He is poor and miserable.” 
Criticizing expansion, Carey argued that “if abundance of land were sufh- 
cient to ensure prosperity, the people of South America should be the most 
prosperous of all, and the people of England should be among the least so.” 
According to Carey, the opposite was true.** 

In 1840 Carey argued that free labor and property protection were 
necessary to life in permanent communities. Slaves did not own prop- 
erty or their labor. Thus, slave-based societies wasted land and prevented 
progress. A free person “would deem it essential to security that he should 
be free to perform all those actions which did not tend to the injury of 
others . . . to apply his labour or his talents in such a manner as he might 
judge to be most likely to produce advantage—to be a farmer, a brewer, a 
physician, or a lawyer, without being compelled to ask permission of any 
one.” Free people also felt that governments should protect their invest- 
ments in technology and property. Carey explained that a farmer “would 
desire to feel that his property was secure .. . that he could safely use it in 
such a way as he deemed most likely to promote the increase of his health 
or happiness—that he might invest it in ploughs, or horses—in railroads or 
canals—in houses or mills—in lands or stocks.” Under slavery, however, a 
person “has no control over his actions, he cannot change his place of resi- 
dence, nor can he determine in what manner his time shall be employed. 
He is liable to punishment at the will of his masters. He knows not in 
what constitutes security of person ... for him there is no security of prop- 
erty.” Surveying the United States, Carey found that in free and densely 
populated states, “there is a constantly increasing security obtained by 
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the contribution of a constantly decreasing proportion of the product of 
labour, and with a constantly decreasing necessity for interference with 
the free employment of labour and capital.” In areas where the “few are 
masters, and the many are slaves . . . [the] population is widely scattered, 
and there is no capital in the form of roads or canals by which men are 
enabled to perform exchanges, or even to meet together for the promotion 
of any object tending to improve their condition.”* 

Like Jefferson, Henry Carey believed that land ownership, sound 
farming methods, and community living encouraged civilization. Carey 
also believed that nature both reflected and influenced the level of civi- 
lization in a society. In 1837 he wrote, “As capital increases, population 
becomes more dense, and the inferior soils are brought into action with 
a constantly increasing return to labour. Men are enabled to benefit by 
the cooperation of their neighbors, and habits of kindness and good feel- 
ing take the place of the savage and predatory habits. . . . LA person’s ] 
moral improvement keeps pace with that which takes place in his physical 
condition, and thus the virtues of civilization replace the vices of savage 
life.” According to Carey, once people resided in permanent communities 
with increasingly productive soil, they could achieve moral improvement 
through churches and schools. “With the further increase of capital,” he 
argued, “man is enabled to obtain from inferior soils increased means of 
subsistence, and population becomes more dense. .. . [T]he proportion of 
the proceeds of labour required for the maintenance of government is still 
further diminished. . . . [CJhurches and school-houses are now erected 
with the labour formerly required for court houses—and prisons—morals 
are improved and habits of order and regularity become universal.’ Slav- 
ery was wrong because it forbade property ownership by enslaved people, 
prevented the accumulation of capital, produced a scattered population, 
and thus harmed civilization. A key point, however, is that in 1837, Carey 
expected southern whites to agree with him. It was only their insatiable 
desire to expand slavery at the expense of proper land development that 
prompted Carey to focus on the institution itself. 

Carey’s opposition to slavery expansion became pronounced during 
the debate over the Mexican cession. This opposition marked a signifi- 
cant change from his earlier writings, where Carey believed that economic 
progress would prompt white southerners to abolish the institution on 
their own. In 1849 he argued that the slave South was unable to achieve 
the orderly society he first outlined in 1837, lamenting: “The growth of 
wealth and the tendency to the division of land, and freedom of man, in 
the Southern States, have been slow.” This phenomenon, he continued, 
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“resulted from the fact that their policy has tended to the exhaustion of the 
land and impoverishment of its owner, who has thus been compelled to fly 
to new lands to be again exhausted.” Carey believed that halting slavery’s 
expansion and raising a protective tariff could achieve abolition—the only 
solution allowing “harmony and good will among the various sections of 
the Union.’ “The way to the abolition of slavery is simple, it needs nothing 
but that we arrest the progress of depopulation by enabling men to live 
together,’ he explained, “combining their exertions, and thus rendering 
them more productive of the commodities and things which are required 
for the maintenance and gradual improvement of their condition.” Carey 
continued: “Ten years of efficient protection to the farmer and planter in 
their efforts to seduce the loom and the anvil to take their places by the 
side of the plough and the harrow, would do more toward solving this 
great question [slavery]... than ‘free soil’ votes and Wilmot ‘provisos’ 
could accomplish in a century.”*° 

Carey’s ideas about land use found wide reception among Whigs, 
Free-Soilers, and, later, Republicans during the debate over slavery in the 
territories. In 1851 the Boston Atlas, a Whig paper, commended Carey as 
a “gentlemen well known to the mercantile community” and Whig con- 
gressional nominees for that year. Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune and 
Philadelphia’s North American and United States Gazette lauded the econ- 
omist for large contributions “to the public enlightenment.” The Vermont 
Chronicle called Carey a “gentleman of the highest reputation” for his 
“agricultural and horticultural” writings. Justin Smith Morrill, a wealthy 
Vermont Whig and later a Republican, found Carey compelling beginning 
in the 1840s. When Morrill became a Republican senator, he distributed 
Carey’s writings to constituents interested in Morrill’s political philosophy. 
Carey himself joined Massachusetts Republicans Charles Sumner, Henry 
Wilson, and Samuel Pomeroy to support the New England Emigrant Aid 
Company, founded in 1855 to promote free settlement in Kansas.*” 

Agricultural societies and journals also disseminated arguments that 
slavery led to economic decline, social stagnation, and soil exhaustion. 
During the 1840s, Justin Morrill became an active participant in Ver- 
mont’s Orange County Agricultural Society. Morrill believed that Vermont 
farmers should be proud of their labor. In an 1847 speech to the society, 
he exclaimed: “No article is more indispensable to the requirements of the 
table—and no crop promises a more ‘golden and ruddy’ harvest, in purse 
and basket, than the fruit of the well-cultivated orchard.” The farms in 
the slave South, however, were a different story. In an 1841 book, Morrill 
explained that the land in Virginia was “poorly cultivated, we only see here 
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and there a negro hut. The roads being chiefly without fence of any sort.” 
George Washington’s Mount Vernon was a “disgrace to the whole country” 
because of slavery’s agricultural failures. “There are 1200 acres of land [at 
Mount Vernon ],” Morrill described, “yet, with a gang of slaves, the place 
does not yield sufficient income to keep it in repair.” These impressions led 
Morrill to oppose slavery in the West. Yet, without the specter of slave ex- 
pansion brought about by the Mexican-American War, these claims would 
not have carried the same weight.** 

New England abolitionists Lyman and Henry Ward Beecher also wrote 
agricultural tracts condemning slavery for its impoverishing effects on 
land. For Lyman Beecher, like Henry Carey, agriculture was the most im- 
portant pillar of society. “From agriculture,’ Lyman claimed in language 
echoing Jefferson, “will result commerce, science, arts, liberty, and inde- 
pendence.” Yet, people needed to own the soil to care for it properly. “The 
possession of the earth in fee simple,” he argued, “is the great principle of 
action in the moral world. Nearly all the political evils which have afflicted 
mankind have resulted from the unrighteous monopoly of the earth, and 
the predicted renovation can never be accomplished, until this monopoly 
shall have passed away, and the earth is extensively tilled by the indepen- 
dent owners of the soil.’ Lyman’s son, Henry Ward Beecher, attacked the 
South for its reliance on cash crops. “It is extensively the practice of large 
farmers,” the younger Beecher explained, “to put their whole force upon 
one staple article; a style of farming as full of risk, as it would be to invest 
a whole fortune in one kind of property. At the South, we have cotton 
plantations; nothing but cotton is raised.” Instead, “a perfect system of 
agriculture should have in itself, a balancing power. There should be such 
a distribution of crops that a farmer may have four or five chances instead 
of one.” Henry Ward Beecher had 160-acre quarter sections in mind when 
making his recommendations. “A farmer has 160 acres,” he advised, “sixty 
[should be] in wood: of the one hundred clear acres, say twenty are used 
for home lots, pasture, corn, etc., and eighty in wheat.” 

Free-soilers could also look to southern agricultural authorities for 
evidence of slavery’s harmful impact on farmland. In 1849 Mississippian 
Tuttle H. Audas lamented that the “planters of the cotton growing States 
for years have seen their lands growing poorer.” He contended, “If we 
intend to recover our former prosperity, and preserve even the present 
value of our lands and negroes, we must understand not only our present 
condition but what is likely to be in the future . . . no country can long 
continue to be prosperous where the system of agriculture practiced by its 
people uniformly, year by year, impoverishes the soil.” Audas also believed 
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that slavery’s restriction would lead to the institution’s demise. “If the 
abolitionists would be kind enough to wait a few years,” the Mississippian 
lamented, “they might save themselves a great deal of trouble about our 
slaves, for we should free them ourselves. This is no exaggerated sketch 
of our landed property—the gulleyed and naked hill[s], the worn out and 
unenclosed old fields, and sparse population attest the truth of the pic- 
ture.” Several years later, leading southern agricultural scientist Edmund 
Ruffin worried about the “decline of the finest part of Virginia, and the im- 
poverishment and ruin of thousands of the kindest and warmest hearted 
people in the world.’ Soil exhaustion and western migration caused this 
situation. “When a man’s property is nearly expended,” Ruffin explained, 
“he sells his land for less than the dwelling-house on it alone is worth, and 
moves with the scanty remnant of his wealth to a western wilderness.”*° 

In the debate over the Compromise of 1850—the series of laws address- 
ing the presence of slavery in former Mexican lands—Free-Soil politicians 
conveyed an environmental understanding of social development. With- 
out agricultural plenty and small farms, progress and civilization were im- 
possible. They used arguments about agricultural decline to oppose slav- 
ery's extension. Slavery opponents claimed that the West’s fertile lands 
must be protected from the institution’s poisonous touch. Questions of 
land development had shifted from being about republicanism, aesthet- 
ics, and the market revolution; slavery was now at the heart of the issue. 
Newly elected Free-Soil congressman George Julian echoed Henry Carey 
and Joshua Giddings in a comparison of Virginia and Ohio. The Indianan 
proclaimed: “In the former, the soil is tilled by the slave. He feels no in- 
terest in the Government, because it allows him the exercise of no civil 
rights. It does not even give him the right to himself. ... [C]an the cultiva- 
tion of the soil by such a population add wealth or prosperity to the Com- 
monwealth?” He continued, “I need not point to Virginia, with her great 
natural advantages, her ample resources in all the elements of wealth and 
power, yet dwindling and dying under the curse of slave labor. But cross 
the Ohio River, and how changed the scene! Agriculture is in the most 
thriving condition. The whole land teems with abundance.” Fierce anti- 
slavery ideologue Thaddeus Stevens exclaimed in February 1850: “Instead 
of attempting to renovate the soil, and by their own honest labor compel- 
ling the earth to yield her abundance; instead of seeking for the best breed 
of cattle and horses to feed on her hills and valleys, and fertilize the land, 
the sons of that great State [Virginia] must devote their time to selecting 
and grooming the most lusty sires and the most fruitful wenches, to supply 
the slave barracoons of the south.” 
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George Julian argued that slavery prevented the establishment of small 
farms in the West, thus threatening progress, civilization, and the Union. 
Lambasting a slave-state senator, Julian claimed: “The gentlemen from 
North Carolina tells us that less pauperism and crime abound in the South 
than in the North and that there never has existed a higher state of civi- 
lization than is now exhibited by the slaveholding States of the Union; 
and so in love is he with his ‘peculiar institution, which thus promotes the 
growth of civilization by turning three millions of human beings into sav- 
ages, and prevents them from becoming paupers by converting them into 
brutes.” Instead, the “foundations of empire in the yet unpeopled regions 
of the great West” lay in giving each “landless citizen of the country .. . 
a home upon its soil.” Similar to Carey, Julian saw education as a key 
product of an agrarian society with widespread land ownership. Should 
the homestead bill become a law, he explained, “The poor white laborers 
of the South, as well as of the North, will flock to our territories: labor 
will become common and respectable; our democratic theory of equal- 
ity will be realized: closely associated communities will be established; 
whilst education, so impossible to the masses where slavery and land 
monopoly prevail, will be accessible to the people through their common 
schools; and thus physical and moral causes will combine in exclud- 
ing slavery forever from the soil.” In powerful language, Julian showed 
that the free-soil vision of the West was dependent on the region being 
settled by small farmers.” 

Opponents of slavery promoted homestead and liberal preemption 
measures as means to prevent slavery’s western expansion and encourage 
smallholder emigration. This tactic was a change from prewar land de- 
bates, in which Whigs opposed expansion in all forms and slave-owning 
Democrats, such as Andrew Jackson and Thomas Jefferson, favored 
the distribution of land to free settlers. For example, in 1828, Missouri’s 
Democratic senator and Jefferson disciple Thomas Hart Benton argued 
that “open territory, once taken from the Indians, had no other purpose 
than to be dispensed of by government .. . raising many indigent farmers 
from poverty and wretchedness to comfort and independence.” In 1852 
Massachusetts Free-Soiler Charles Sumner used Benton-esque rhetoric 
regarding the West. Sumner argued that distribution of public lands to 
yeomen settlers would plant the “nurseries of future empire.” George Ju- 
lian likewise claimed that the Free-Soil Party was the true heir to Jeffer- 
son’s agrarian thought, regardless of what the third president believed in 
actuality. In May 1850, he argued, “the beneficent doctrine of land form is 
destined, I trust, at some time not far in the future to receive the sanction 
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of Congress. . . . [T]he free-soil men in Congress desire the application of 
the ordinance of Jefferson, come whilst may.” 

George Julian wanted to grant “every head of family a Homestead of 
one hundred and sixty acres out of the public domain” to prevent slavery’s 
western expansion and ensure continued agricultural productivity. “I take 
it the clear interest of this Government to render every acre of its soil as 
productive as labor can make it,’ Julian maintained. “The measure now 
before us will secure this object by giving independent homesteads to the 
greatest number of cultivators, thus imparting dignity to labor, and stimu- 
lating its activity.’ Julian thus evoked the belief of Rufus King, John Lo- 
rain, and Henry Carey that land ownership was key to agricultural perma- 
nence, but he ignored their anti-expansion sentiments. Julian also labeled 
slavery as the prime threat to small-scale land ownership. The Indianan 
presented the Homestead Act as a “far more formidable barrier against the 
introduction of slavery than Mr. Webster's ‘ordinance of nature, or even 
the celebrated ordinance of Jefferson.” Julian contended that “slavery only 
thrives on extensive estates. In a country cut up into small farms occupied 
by as many independent proprietors who live by their own toil, it would 
be impossible.” He elaborated: “I think the adoption of the [Homestead] 
policy for which I am contending will be a much better ‘settlement’ of the 
slavery question than the one to which I refer [the Compromise of 1850 ].” 
It is important to note that Julian also believed that freed slaves could find 
refuge on homesteads. “The freedom of the public lands,” he concluded, “is 
an antislavery measure. .. . [I]t will weaken the system of chattel slavery 
by making war upon its kindred system of wage slavery, giving homes and 
employment to its victims, and equalizing the condition of the people.”* 

Southern politicians, with a few exceptions, opposed the Homestead 
Act for the same reason that Free-Soilers supported it: the bill would 
carve free states out of the new territory in the West. “The slaveholders 
hated [homestead] doctrines as heartily as they hated ‘abolitionism’ it- 
self; Julian recalled. Andrew Johnson, a homestead supporter, explained 
that his fellow slave-state representatives believed that there was a “much 
greater number of quarter sections of land in the free states than there are 
in the slave States” and consequently feared aggrandizement of northern 
power in Congress. The Georgia Telegraph viewed the homestead bill as 
an abolitionist conspiracy. “Left to an equal contest,’ the Macon paper 
theorized, “free labor cannot pretend to compete with slave labor. Hence 
the aid of the Government must be called to the side of free labor... . 
[F Jree labor shall have the start in the race, a part of its capital must be 
given it—Congress must vote it a gratuitous farm.” The Telegraph asked, 
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“What dunce does not see the drift of the movements of Clay, Benton, 
Cass, Greely, [sic], and other advocates of free farms[? ]... [T]he gratuity 
of a farm will induce an enormous immigration; a ‘density of population’ 
will be created; free labor will become cheaper than slave-labor, and thus, 
the negro will be freed!”°° 

Several Californians who arrived in the state during the Gold Rush 
agreed with the Free-Soilers in Congress that slavery threatened small- 
farmer settlement in the West. The threat of slavery coming to the state 
seemed real to many northerners. New Yorker Cornelius Cole, who moved 
to California in 1849, recalled: “At the beginning of the gold excitement in 
California, quite a number of people from the South brought their slaves 
with them to work in the mines. Many at that early day believed, and more 
were hopeful, that California would side with the South.’ He continued, 
“The adoption of a free constitution did not, by any means, abate the ag- 
gressiveness of the pro-slavery sentiment.” In December 1849, Michigan 
farmer George Swain wrote to his brother William, a California miner, 
warning that “the South are said to be opposed to admitting California as 
a free state and .. . will try some hocus-pocus game over the North, but 
the North have their eyes open and will resist stoutly.” George added a 
month later: “The State Constitution of California pleases the North, dis- 
pleases the South. I hope the Californians will maintain the stand. Perhaps 
much of their own and the Nation’s fate turns on their firmness now.” He 
observed, “There is no doubt but many in the South hold the Union cheap 
and would rather be out than in it.” William Swain worried that the lack 
of permanent settlement and established towns prevented California from 
achieving prosperity and Union. Echoing Henry Carey, Swain wrote: “The 
prosperity of any country depends mainly upon its innate and enduring 
ability to contribute to the happiness of a settled, abiding, and industrious 
population. ... (W]ithout permanency, industry . . . is not likely to exist, 
and therefore its all creative power is not exerted in the conception and 
completion of great national arrangements.”** 

The Free-Soil Party, spawned by intense opposition to slavery’s western 
expansion, gained significant support in 1848 but had little effect on the 
presidential election. Both of the larger parties did their best to steal the 
Free-Soilers’ main campaign issue. Whigs and Democrats campaigning in 
the North gave speeches opposing slavery’s extension, whilethose campaign- 
ing in the South supported it. Free-Soilers, however, succeeded in electing 
Salmon P. Chase and New Hampshire’s John Parker Hale to the Senate. 
George W. Julian, Massachusetts’s Charles Allen, Ohio’s Joseph Root, Con- 
necticut’s Walter Booth, and Joshua Giddings served as the contingent in 
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the House. Free-Soilers also received support from antislavery Whig Wil- 
liam Henry Seward, who secured election as one of New York’s senators. 
In the face of vociferous Free-Soil opposition, the compromise measures of 
1850 passed. As George Julian recalled, “The adjournment [of the Thirty- 
First Congress] was followed by great ‘Union-saving’ meetings through- 
out the country, which denounced ‘abolitionism’ in the severest terms, and 
endorsed the action of Congress. . . . [T]he sickly air of compromise filled 
the land, and for a time the deluded masses were made to believe that the 
Free-Soilers had brought the country to verge of ruin.”*” 

Despite the “Union-saving” meetings, many parts of the compromise 
galled northern voters. The Fugitive Slave Act, for instance, struck many 
as an unconstitutional abrogation of individual and state rights, interpos- 
ing the power of the federal government against anyone aiding escaped 
slaves. Joshua R. Giddings confided to George W. Julian, “I think those 
who kill tyrants and negro catchers do God’s service, and manly duty.” 
The Massachusetts legislature sent Charles Sumner to the Senate in 1851 
because of his dedication to stop slavery from entering free states or terri- 
tories. The Free-Soil Party met again to nominate candidates for the elec- 
tion of 1852, choosing John P. Hale for president and George W. Julian for 
vice president. Again highlighting the connections between land policy 
and antislavery sentiment, the Free-Soil platform committee declared that 
“all men have a natural right to a portion of the soil; as the use of the soil 
is indispensable to life, the right of all men to the soil is as sacred as their 
right of life itself?” During the campaign, Thaddeus Stevens advised Julian 
that the Free-Soilers needed to “stake the ground that there are but two 
parties, —the ‘Free Democracy & the Pro-slavery. . .. Never again speak 
the name Whig, or Democrat, nor never write or print such names for 
a party, but simply say of each, as one common party, the ‘Pro-Slavery 
party.” Though the Free-Soil Party fared poorly in the 1852 election, later 
events would prove the wisdom of Stevens's advice. They also succeeded 
ideologically where they had failed politically, spurring many northerners 
to think of slavery expansion in terms of land development.** 
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* Tivo- 


FREE SOIL AND THE RISE OF THE 


REPUBLICAN PARTY 


The doctrines of Jefferson, the teachings of his example, the prestige of his name, are far 
more often cited and applauded in Republican than in Democratic assemblies. Nay, he and 
his principles are beginning to be scouted by the latter, while they are finding their 
home in the former.—Horace Greeley, 1860 


Most of the men and women involved in free-soil politics became members 
of the Republican Party, which was established in 1854. As the Republi- 
cans grew in popularity and power, they became convinced that the future 
of the country depended on the wise use of soil. Conserving the soil for 
multiple generations on small farms created a stable population where 
cities and towns could develop. Small farms, by allowing for widespread 
land ownership, stopped the growth of an aristocracy threatening to the 
Union. Slave plantations, by contrast, exhausted the soil, preventing the 
development of civilized communities by constantly encouraging people 
to seek new land. The size of plantations created an elite oligarchy— 
the so-called slave power—that threatened the integrity of the Union. 
A critique of southern land-use practices—and the larger political and 
economic relationships they represented—thus formed a key element of 
Republican ideology. These beliefs are unsurprising given that farmers 
were the biggest supporters of the Republicans. By contrast, most north- 
ern manufacturers viewed the Republican Party as fanatically abolitionist 
and were the last to abandon the Whigs. Michigan and Wisconsin, sites of 
the first Republican gatherings in 1854, were among the most rural states 
in the entire North. New England was 63.4 percent rural and the Middle 
Atlantic States 64.4 percent rural, while the states of the Old Northwest 
had a rural population of nearly 86 percent.’ 
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This chapter builds off the work of historian Mark A. Lause. In Young 
America: Land, Labor, and the Republican Community, Lause documents 
the presence of agrarian ideals in the founding of the Republican Party in 
1854. Republicans, Lause proves, did not intend for their policies to cre- 
ate an industrial giant. They proclaimed Thomas Jefferson the ancestor 
of their party because of his agrarian notions of land development. Re- 
publicans also drew from the ideas of antebellum reformer George Henry 
Evans, who claimed that small family farms encouraged widespread land 
ownership and thus a more egalitarian society. Lause concludes that 
“agrarians favored freedom because of the real impact of slavery on the po- 
litical and social health of the entire body politic as well as the inhumanity 
of the system.” This chapter shows that another reason agrarians opposed 
slavery was the impact of slavery on the physical environment. Republi- 
cans believed that only yeomen farmers could properly care for the soil.’ 

The chapter also deals with northern impressions of the slave South. 
Susan-Mary Grant has written the most comprehensive history of how 
northerners viewed the South in the decades before the Civil War. “In the 
nineteenth century,’ Grant explains, “the image of the antebellum South 
as an agrarian, quasi-feudal society was contrasted with that of the North 
as a commercial, successful, forward-looking society. The North repre- 
sented the democratic future; the South the aristocratic past. .. . [Both 
images drew their inspiration from, and centered on, the southern planta- 
tion.” I agree with Grant that negative impressions of the South focused 
on the plantation, but I suggest that the northern self-image was of a rural 
society of small landowners who built churches and schools to enhance 
“civilization.” 

The Kansas-Nebraska Act, sectional violence in Kansas, antislavery 
literature by Frederick Law Olmsted, the 1856 election, the publication 
of Hinton R. Helper’s Impending Crisis of the South: How to Meet It, and 
the 1860 election show the political influence of Republican beliefs linking 
land use with social structure. These incidents also show that Republican 
opposition to slavery in the West derived, in part, from negative impres- 
sions of southern land use. While other factors—such as the 1857 Dred 
Scott Decision, the Lincoln-Douglas debates, and hostility toward the Fu- 
gitive Slave Act—certainly aided the Republicans’ rise, this chapter will 
focus on the Kansas-Nebraska Act, Olmsted’s writings, the two election 
campaigns, and Helper’s propaganda. Each of these events illustrates the 
Republican belief that the South was different from the rest of America 
because of slavery’s destructive farming practices. These farming practices 
produced “barbarism” and a lack of respect for the Union. Republicans, 
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as has long been recognized by historians, did not organize around an 
abolitionist critique of slavery. William Gienapp points out that even abo- 
litionists in the party publicly emphasized their opposition to the exten- 
sion of slavery rather than questioning the morality of the institution in 
the South.* 

Between 1852 and 1856, the old Whig and Free-Soil Parties collapsed, 
and the Republicans replaced them. The Whigs fielded their last presi- 
dential candidate—Winfield Scott—in 1852. The election did not feature 
the traditional Whig-Democrat divisions over the economy. The influx of 
gold from the California Gold Rush created an economic boom, negat- 
ing the Whigs’ ability to campaign on economic distress—one of their 
more successful strategies. Scott also took no official stance on the Com- 
promise of 1850, attempting to gain free-soil support in the North while 
allowing southern Whigs to campaign for compromise measures in the 
South. The attempt failed. Free-Soilers still supported their own party, 
voting for candidates John P. Hale and George W. Julian. The result was 
a Democratic route, with Pierce gaining 254 electoral votes to Scott’s 42. 
Upon hearing of Scott’s defeat, Charles Sumner wrote to William Seward: 
“Now is the time for a new organization. Out of this chaos the party of 
freedom must arise.” 

Sumner would have to wait four years for his “party of freedom” to 
develop a national organization and field a presidential candidate. Yet, 
the Whigs continued to free-fall. In 1853 Free-Soilers wreaked havoc on 
northern Whigs, adopting temperance and anti-immigration platforms in 
addition to antislavery appeals to crush the party in off-year elections in 
Maine, Ohio, and Connecticut. William H. Seward—though still a Whig— 
grasped the power of antislavery sentiment in the free states. In an 1853 
speech, he praised James Tallmadge for opposing slavery expansion. “Ifthe 
counsels of James Tallmadge had completely prevailed,’ Seward lamented, 
“then not only would American forests, mines, soil, invention and industry 
have rendered our country, now and forever, independent of all other na- 
tions .. . but then, also, no menial hand would ever have guided a plow, 
and no footstep of a slave would ever have been tracked on the soil .. . of 
our national domain.’ The Free-Soilers delighted in bringing the issue of 
slavery expansion to the forefront. George Julian exclaimed in April 1853: 
“The antislavery movement is so bringing forth such visible fruits that the 
whole land must ere long witness and acknowledge its power. The Whig 
party is hopelessly prostrated. Having fulfilled its mission, surrendered its 
doctrines, and outlived its honor, it has been consigned by the fates to an 
ignominious ground. Let us rejoice! !!”° 
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The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 led to the final collapse of the Whigs 
and the creation of the Republican Party. Kansas-Nebraska formed from 
the fertile mind of Illinois Democrat Stephen A. Douglas. A strong propo- 
nent of white male equality, Douglas believed that western settlement pre- 
served democratic government by “preventing the growth of an unproper- 
tied pauper class.” He thought that a transcontinental railroad could easily 
transport poor immigrants westward and benefit his hometown—Chicago. 
In early 1854, as chairman of the Senate Committee on Territories, Doug- 
las wanted to organize the territories west of Missouri to start construction 
on the railroad. Southern senators James Mason, Robert M. T. Hunter, 
Andrew P. Butler, and David Rice Atchison responded by demanding that 
these lands be open to slavery. Since the territories fell in the Louisiana 
Purchase, the senators were calling for the repeal of the Missouri Com- 
promise. Douglas’s solution was to declare the 1820 compromise void and 
organize Kansas and Nebraska under popular sovereignty. Popular sover- 
eignty dictated that the people of the territory would decide whether or 
not to allow slavery.’ 

Free-Soilers Salmon P. Chase, Charles Sumner, and Joshua Giddings 
became apoplectic when Douglas introduced the bill. They responded 
with An Appeal of the Independent Democrats, a powerful antislavery 
pamphlet that Chase claimed achieved a circulation of 500,000. The pam- 
phlet demonstrates how issues of land development were central to Free- 
Soil thought. The Appeal first argued that slavery would harm agriculture 
in the West and prevent yeoman farmers from owning small plots of land. 
“If this bill shall become a law,’ the Free-Soilers stated, “the blight of slav- 
ery will cover the land. The homestead law, should Congress enact one, 
will be worthless there.” Second, as a result, slavery would threaten the 
establishment of permanent towns and roads, two necessary components 
of civilization. “What will be the effect of this measure, should it unhappily 
become a law, upon the proposed Pacific railroad?” the Appeal asked. The 
answer followed: “If slavery be allowed [West], the settlement and culti- 
vation of the country must be greatly retarded. Inducements to the im- 
migration of free laborers will be almost destroyed.” Finally, the extension 
of slavery could destroy the Union by separating the East and the West. 
“We beg you, fellow-citizens,” the Free-Soilers implored, “to observe that 
[the bill] will sever the East from the West of the United States by a wide 
slaveholding belt of country.’ The effect of this separation would compel 
“the whole commerce and the whole travel between the East and West to 
pass for hundreds of miles through a slaveholding region, in the heart of 
the continent, and by the influence of a Federal Government, controlled by 
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the slave power, to extinguish freedom and establish slavery in the States 
and Territories of the Pacific, and thus permanently subjugate the whole 
country to the yoke of a slaveholding despotism.”* 

The Appeal reflected the concerns of farmers in the 1850s. Many 
northern farmers believed that the “slaveholding despotism” prevented 
them from getting farms in a time when property was becoming scarce. 
Throughout most of the nineteenth century, the process of farm acqui- 
sition had been twofold. Sons of farm owners usually worked as labor- 
ers during early adulthood, then either inherited land from their fathers 
or saved money to acquire plots themselves. But as the existing land in 
the North began filling up, farm prices increased. A 40-acre estate cost 
$1,000 in the Midwest and over $2,000 in the Northeast. Farms 160 
acres in size, increasingly rare, fetched almost $3,000 in the Midwest 
market and nearly $4,700 in New England. In the 1850s, these escalating 
costs meant that there was a new step in the process of acquiring a farm: 
tenancy. Many tenants and laborers saw the West as a region to acquire 
land and slavery as a threat to this dream. The slave power, described 
Edmund Morris in a multiple edition book entitled How to Get a Farm 
and Where to Find One, “being itself a huge landed aristocracy . . . saw 
with instant alarm the prospect of a multitude of small freeholdings 
being established, knowing that in such a community an aristocracy 
could not exist.”® 

Despite Sumner’s and Chase’s resistance, the Senate passed the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act on March 4, 1854. In late May, the House con- 
curred. Debate over the bill, however, prompted a fusion between Free- 
Soilers and antislavery Whigs in Congress. Joshua Giddings wrote of the 
Nebraska bill: “Our friends now feel more confident [that] the Whigs 
are coming up [into] the work. They at first felt delicate about being 
in with us free-soilers. It was humiliating for them to be compelled to 
come into the very position, which they have so long condemned. . . . 
[O]Jur position is now enviable. We lead the hosts of freedom.” Echoing 
Giddings’s experience in the capitol, Whigs and Free-Soilers in Michigan 
and Wisconsin called for a new fusion party to oppose slavery’s western 
expansion. Following the advice of antislavery newspaper editor Horace 
Greeley, the Michiganders and Wisconsinites chose the name “Republi- 
can” for their party. The choice was not accidental. By adopting the name 
of Thomas Jefferson's party, the new Republicans could claim to follow in 
his ideological footsteps, promoting yeomen settlement of the West and 
an agrarian republic. As the Madison, Wisconsin, Daily State Journal 
explained: “We... in the defense of freedom will cooperate and be known 
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as Republicans, pledged to . . . exclude slavery from all the territories over 
which the General Government has exclusive jurisdiction.” 

Others chose more-direct routes of action. Massachusetts Free-Soiler 
Samuel Pomeroy, upon meeting President Franklin Pierce, allegedly 
shouted: “Sir! This measure, which has passed, is not the triumph you 
suppose. It does not end, but only commences hostilities. Slavery is vic- 
torious in Congress, but it has not yet triumphed among the people. Your 
victory is but an adjournment of the question from the halls of legislation 
at Washington to the open prairies of the freedom-loving West; and there, 
sir, we shall beat you.’ While this story may be apocryphal, Pomeroy did 
join the New England Emigrant Aid Company founded by abolitionist 
Eli Thayer to send 20,000 free-state settlers to Kansas. Pomeroy opposed 
slavery because of its influence on land. “Above all,” he wrote, “I am anx- 
ious to have the right impetus given to [ Kansas’s ] early settlement. That 
the best principles of our resting fathers may be transplanted there! And 
that thus our untold domain may be saved from the blighting—withering— 
deadening—damning—influence of American Slavery!” The descriptors 
“blighting,’ “withering,” “deadening,” and “damning” had been part of the 
antislavery lexicon that focused on the institution’s farming practices. 
The Emigrant Aid Company also wanted to establish civilization in Kan- 
sas, directing Pomeroy to erect “School Houses and Churches, and thus 
carry to the extreme borders of population the advantages of an advanced 
civilization." 

In response to the Emigrant Aid Company’s efforts, Missourian David 
Atchison advocated “using whatever force necessary to prevent abolition- 
ists from seizing control of the territory.” As historian Kristin Tegtmeier 
Oertel points out, “Many white southerners viewed Kansas as the ‘key to 
the southwest, connecting the future success of slavery with westward ex- 
pansion. They worried that if slavery stopped in Missouri, there would be 
no hope of it expanding elsewhere in the West.” Atchison led thousands of 
voters across the Mississippi River in March 1855 to ensure the election 
of proslavery legislators. The new legislature passed measures to threaten 
Pomeroy’s free-soil settlement in Lawrence, Kansas. This government 
mandated capital punishment for people aiding escaped slaves, struck 
free-soil settlers from jury rolls, made voicing antislavery opinions a fel- 
ony, and banned the distribution of antislavery tracts. “We will soon get 
the quarrel into Congress and before the country,’ Pomeroy predicted.” 

The Kansan was correct. Local Republican parties began forming state 
by state, calling attention to the outrages in Kansas and pledging oppo- 
sition to slavery expansion. Kentucky abolitionist Cassius Clay wrote in 
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September 1854: “The Republican party seems to go well and is significant 
of our principle. . . . I think things are [portentous] for a large increase 
of action [by the] antislavery element.” The rise of the anti-immigration 
Know-Nothing Party produced further divisions among northern Whigs, 
prompting some, such as Abraham Lincoln and William Seward, to 
abandon the Whigs for the Republicans. The rising violence in Kansas, 
in turn, divided the Know-Nothings over slavery’s expansion, leaving the 
new Republican Party to pick up the pieces. At the 1855 American Party 
(Know-Nothing) convention, antislavery members bolted after the plat- 
form committee accepted the Kansas-Nebraska Act. In distant California, 
Sacramento attorney Cornelius Cole noticed the “aggressiveness of the 
pro-slavery sentiment. .. . [I Jncited, it may have been ... by a lively hope 
of extending slavery to the new territories of Kansas and Nebraska.” In 
response, Cole gathered with eleven other men in Sacramento on Novem- 
ber 8, 1855, to found the California Republican Party. The party promised 
“to oppose the aggressions of slavery.” Cole gained support from Know- 
Nothings angry at the party’s acquiescence in slavery’s expansion and from 
prominent businessmen Collis P. Huntington, Leland Stanford, and Mark 
Hopkins—each of whom would achieve later notoriety as corrupt railroad 
magnates. 

In Vermont, newly elected congressman Justin Morrill declared his 
opposition to “the admission of any more slave States to the Union.” Mor- 
rill deserted the Whigs and embraced the Republican Party. He was out- 
raged that the Kansas-Nebraska Act had overturned the Missouri Com- 
promise. The Vermonter was “in favor not only of restoring the restrictions 
of slavery up to the Missouri Compromise line, but also of extending that 
restriction to territories belonging to the United States.” The reason slave 
states wanted more territory, Morrill surmised, was that “in Virginia, and 
in parts of the Carolinas[,] the system [slavery], and its crops had ex- 
hausted the soil. . .. [N Jew slave territory had become indispensable to its 
longer prosperous continuance. There must be [a] vent or slavery would 
be stifled in its home.’ Such a system of agriculture could not be permitted 
to continue.“* 

Republicans also gained support from a series of antislavery writings 
published between 1852 and 1854. These publications highlighted the 
danger that slavery presented to small-scale agriculture and, by extension, 
to civilization and the Union. The most famous is Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 
Uncle Tom's Cabin. Stowe took pains to show that the South’s physical 
landscape reflected slavery’s misuse of the soil. At the plantation of cruel 
owner Simon Legree, “What once was a large garden was now all grown 
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over with weeds. .. . The place looked desolate and uncomfortable; some 
windows stopped up with boards, some with shattered panes . . . all tell- 
ing of coarse neglect and discomfort.” Near the slave quarters, “broken 
machinery, piles of damage cotton, and other rubbish . . . accumulated.” 
By contrast, the cabin of the slave Uncle Tom, being a “small log building,’ 
had a “neat garden-patch, where, every summer, strawberries, raspber- 
ries, and a variety of fruits and vegetables, flourished under careful tend- 
ing.” George Julian realized the importance of Uncle Tom's Cabin to the 
antislavery cause. “Mrs. Stowe,’ he wrote, “has not only lit up the fires of 
agitation to an unexampled degree throughout the whole extent of this 
country, but she has carried the torch to the ends of the earth, never before 
has slavery been compelled to pass through such fiery trials.” 

The antislavery tracts by Frederick Law Olmsted were also influential. 
In the 1850s, this wealthy New York farmer cultivated ties with powerful 
antislavery journalists Henry J. Raymond of the New York Times and New 
York Tribune editor Horace Greeley, publishing several books and articles 
under their tutelage. Before, as head of the Richmond County Agriculture 
Society, Olmsted had argued that by practicing agricultural permanence, 
farmers could “increase the profit of our labor—enhance the value of our 
lands—throw a garment of beauty around our homes, and above all... 
materially promote Moral and Intellectual Improvement.” Living on the 
same piece of land for multiple generations led to community formation, 
the construction of roads, public schooling, and a morally enlightened 
population—the essence of civilization for Olmsted. As one scholar ex- 
plains, “Part of [Olmsted’s] mission as a gentleman farmer in the late 
1840s and early 1850s had been to instruct others in ways to improve 
their lands and to create farms that were both productive and permanent. 
In that way, a stable society might be created wherein the work of one 
generation laid the basis for a higher level of civilization in succeeding 
generations.” Olmsted thus inherited earlier thinking by Henry Carey and 
John Lorain on the importance of agricultural permanence in creating 
a civilized society. Like them, Olmsted came to believe that proper land 
development could not happen in a slave society.’ 

Olmsted authored his first book, Walks and Talks of an American 
Farmer in England, after an overseas voyage to Britain in the early 1850s. 
Ignoring arguments presented by an abolitionist friend and abhorring the 
rise of the Free-Soil Party, Olmsted justified slavery by arguing that the 
institution civilized Africans. In the book, he also lauded London’s public 
parks for their influence on civilization. “Five minutes of admiration,’ he 
wrote, “and a few more spent in studying the manner in which art had 
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been employed to obtain from nature so much beauty, and I was ready to 
admit that in democratic America, there was nothing to be thought of as 
comparable with this People’s Garden.” Such parks converted supposedly 
unused land “from worthless wastes” to assets of “priceless value .. . most 
favorable for the production of thorough, sound, influential manhood, and 
especially for the growth of the right sort of legislators and lawgivers for 
the people.” The book sold well enough that Raymond, the antislavery edi- 
tor of the Times, asked Olmsted to go south and investigate slavery. The 
erstwhile farmer agreed, writing that he hoped “to make a valuable book 
of observations on Southern Agriculture & general economy as affected 
by Slavery.” 

When Olmsted applied his standards of civilization and sound 
agriculture to the South, he was horrified. His observations did not reflect 
actual conditions in the South, but they are invaluable for how they rep- 
resented northern impressions. Writing under the pseudonym “Yeoman,” 
Olmsted described Virginia in unflattering terms. He pronounced, “The 
ordinary stock of the region is . .. the most miserable, dwarfish, ugly kine 
that I ever saw. I do not believe all the Northern States could produce 
such a scurvy drove.” Tobacco cultivation had turned “thousands and thou- 
sands of acres” into a “wilderness of pines.” A community of small farmers 
in Fairfax, “occupying from fifty to one hundred and fifty acres of land, 
and tilling it mainly by their own labor . . . in the old New-England Way” 
offered the only hope for the commonwealth. These yeomen purchased 
abandoned land, cleared the pines, and erected “neat farm houses and 
barns, with smiling fields of grain and grass,’ rehabilitating what slavery 
had destroyed. Olmsted hoped that such observations could convince the 
South of the “evils of Slavery.” His observations provided critical evidence 
in support of the Republican agenda. Slavery destroyed the land, while 
a homestead bill—by offering 160 acres to each head of family—could 
create agricultural productivity and prosperous communities. Echoing 
Henry Carey, Olmsted argued that slavery had negative effects on agricul- 
ture because the black men and women who worked the soil did not own 
it. “Labor is the creator of wealth,” he asserted. “There can be no honest 
wealth, no true prosperity without it.”"* 

According to Olmsted, no possibility for agricultural improvement 
existed under slavery. He recognized Virginian Edmund Ruffin’s writ- 
ings as the “most valuable original agricultural work[s ] ever published in 
the United States.” Yet, even when planters followed Ruffin’s advice, the 
“wretched and uneconomical labor system” still prevented profitable har- 
vests. Olmsted lamented, “The land has very generally passed out of the 
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families of the ancient proprietors, whose descendants are now in a large 
part to be found among the low whites; low because poor—poverty and 
degradation being synonymous in slave country.’ Only New Englanders, 
“with steady, preserving, working habits,’ could “rear healthful families, 
“settle in communities,’ and thus correct the damage of slavery. Instead 
of progressing to higher levels of civilization, “Virginia [had] gone back- 
wards, particularly where the slave system [had ] operated most freely and 
purely—so that, in the midst of the first settlements, on lands that were 
once cultivated and richly productive, you may now be invited to hunt, 
with assurance that there is no lack of wild-turkeys and venison.” 

In Georgia, Olmsted witnessed further environmental damage from 
slavery. The “central region of the State,” he explained, “has formerly been 
a very important cotton-producing region, but with the wretched and 
most un-husbandman-like agriculture—cotton being grown every year, 
without any cessation, until the profits of raising it would no longer pay 
for the labor expended upon it—the soil has been all washed from the hill- 
tops, and, in years of low prices, a great many planters have been ruined 
and obliged to move to Alabama and Texas.” Just as in Virginia, Olmsted 
found that after the soil was “deprived of its original fertility . . . pines 
have sprung up, and now cover a large portion of the region.” Olmsted’s 
message was clear: slavery’s cash crops exhausted the soil. Instead of re- 
plenishing the earth, slave owners escaped westward, where their ruinous 
practices would convert more land to waste. Slavery had to expand, he 
believed, in order to survive. Connecting southern land use with imperial- 
ism, Olmsted quoted one slaveholder who explained that the South “must 
have more territory. It was a necessity upon the South, which every one 
saw. He thought California would be a Slave State. He also looked to the 
Amazon as a promising field for Slave labor.””° 

Olmsted also came to believe that slavery posed a threat to the Union. 
He believed that the United States was a democratic beacon. Valuing free 
speech, free elections, and universal white male suffrage, Olmsted argued 
that the United States was one of the “free and enlightened” countries in 
the world. European autocrats had crushed the revolutions of 1848, but 
the strength of American republicanism would encourage future efforts. 
Yet, American slavery in the Deep South exposed the shallowness of Amer- 
ican ideals, harming the republican cause worldwide. “The laws of the 
South,’ he explained while in South Carolina, are designed for “restricting, 
holding down and keeping dark the minds of the dangerous class.” These 
statutes “are of precisely the same title, purport, tendency and effect with 
those of Russia, Germany, Italy and France.” Olmsted lamented that “it 
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would be equally dangerous for me to publish and circulate [antislavery ] 
letter[s ] in Charleston, Paris, or Naples.” Simply put, Olmsted was imply- 
ing that wealthy slave owners shared more with Russian, Prussian, and 
French aristocrats rather than the average American farmer. Slave owners 
were foreigners, while northerners were the real Americans.” 

The threat of slavery to farming (and thus to the Union and progress) 
led Olmsted to oppose the institution’s extension westward. Visiting west 
Texas in March 1854, Olmsted was happy to find Prussian immigrants 
farming small tracts of land without slave labor. These Germans shared 
Olmsted’s antislavery convictions, having escaped to America after the 
failed revolutions of 1848. He was “glad to say that the Prussians, and all 
Protestant Germans here, seem by no means to undervalue the advan- 
tages of Education, as a security for the continued safety and welfare of the 
State.” Unlike the “aristocratic,” slave-owning planters in east Texas, the 
Germans had created a “farming, democratic, and free labor community.” 
Citing the Texas Act of Annexation, Olmsted informed northern Republi- 
cans that up to five states could be carved out of Texas. He hoped that the 
Germans and Mexicans of western Texas would create a new state prohib- 
iting slavery, serving as a buffer against further expansion. The future state 
could also lead to emancipation. In the “new Western State . . . it would 
be required that all slaves subsequently introduced . .. should be educated 
and held subject to be made free after their labor should have paid their 
value and the expenses of their support and education.” 

Olmsted joined the Emigrant Aid Society in the summer of 1854. For 
Kansas, the New York journalist raised enough money to purchase a howit- 
zer. He broke the weapon into pieces and secretly forwarded it to Pomeroy’s 
free-soilers in Lawrence. Olmsted urged northerners to pay attention to the 
Texas Germans as well. In October 1854, he began collecting funds. In one 
pamphlet, Olmsted explained that “a strong party has lately formed among 
the Germans, distinctly and avowedly hostile to the extension of Slavery. 
It includes in it many brave men who previous to the revolutions of 1848 
had gained European reputations as Statesmen, lawyers, scholars, Mer- 
chants and Proprietors.” Olmsted urged northerners to send money to save 
the community from the grasp of “Slaveholders and Hunkers [pro-slavery 
Democrats ].” In another call to arms, Olmsted avowed that “Texas, by the 
terms of the joint resolution of annexation may be & probably ere long will 
be, divided into five states. There are reasons to hope that one or two of 
these states may be secured to free labor & real republicanism. The same sys- 
tem that is relied on to preserve Kansas—the organized introduction of free 
laborers—has already been silently at work in the Western part of Texas.””* 
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As Olmsted sent money and weapons to west Texas and Kansas, 
cultivating ties among New York Republicans, conflict in Kansas became 
more violent. In October 1855, Samuel Pomeroy and the other free set- 
tlers established a government in Topeka in direct competition with the 
proslavery legislature in Lecompton. Free-soil allies in the North, such as 
Olmsted, formed committees to save “Kansas from the grasp of the Slave 
power” by sending additional free-state immigrants. By December of that 
year, tensions ran high on both sides. Hiram Hill, a settler in the free- 
soil stronghold of Lawrence, wrote: “One thing is certain[:] Thare is a 
grate Excitment here[.] [T]he Missourians tell terible Stories about the 
Abolitionest[s.] [T Jhey say the abilitionest[s] are Driving out pro Slavery 
families & Burning thare houses.” Proslavery settlers in Weston, Missouri, 
seized a free-soil man, tarred and feathered him, and pretended to “sell” 
the free-soiler as a slave.”* 

Seeking to unify the various Republican organizations and capitalize 
on “Bleeding Kansas,” Salmon P. Chase and antislavery newspaper editor 
Gamaliel Bailey called for a Republican organizing convention in the win- 
ter of 1856. On February 22, hundreds of delegates representing both free 
and slave states gathered in Pittsburgh. George W. Julian, Owen Lovejoy, 
David Wilmot, Joshua Giddings, and Horace Greeley were among those 
who attended. Julian, who chaired the National Executive Committee, 
suggested the convening of a meeting in Philadelphia four months later 
to select candidates for president and vice president. As Mark Lause ex- 
plains, “While a broad spectrum of motives inspired the new party, for the 
many thousands of petitioners for a federal homestead bill, the Kansas- 
Nebraska Act embodied their worse fears for the future imperial degen- 
eration of the American republic.”?° 

The Republicans gained momentum from two events in May of 1856: 
the attack by Preston Brooks on Charles Sumner and a raid on the free- 
soil settlement at Lawrence. In May 1856, Republican Charles Sumner 
delivered the most powerful condemnation of Kansas violence in a Senate 
speech. The Massachusetts senator drew heavily from Samuel Pomeroy’s 
reports, calling him “an eye-witness . .. of superior intelligence and perfect 
integrity.” After personally attacking Stephen Douglas and South Caro- 
lina Democrat Andrew P. Butler, Sumner outlined his primary objections 
to slavery’s presence in the territory. First, Kansas had the potential to 
be a fertile agrarian paradise settled by yeomen farmers. Free settlers in 
Kansas “engaged in the cultivation of the soil, which from time immemo- 
rial has been the sweet employment of undisturbed industry. Contented 
in the returns of bounteous Nature, and the shade of his own trees, the 
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husbandman is not aggressive; accustomed to produce, and not to destroy, 
he is essentially peaceful.” Slavery threatened this peaceful world. “Hire- 
lings, picked from the drunken spew and vomit of an uneasy civilization,” 
aimed to destroy the territory’s “peace and prosperity . . . in order to wrest 
its political power to the sake of Slavery.’ Second, Sumner defended the 
Emigrant Aid Company for its efforts in promoting settled communities 
and thus civilization. He called the company an “association of sincere 
benevolence, faithful to the Constitution and laws, whose only fortifica- 
tions are hotels, school houses, and churches; whose only weapons are 
saw-mills, tools, and books; whose mission is peace and good will.” The 
group provided the security needed for “true freedom.””® 

The speech was the last one Sumner would give for several years. South 
Carolina congressman Preston Brooks beat the Massachusetts Republican 
into unconsciousness two days later. Republicans argued that Brooks's as- 
sault showed the South’s lack of civilization. Justin Morrill wrote to his 
wife: “The sermon [Sumner’s speech] was a bold stroke at Congressio- 
nal murderers, bullies, and black-guards. It . . . was terribly severe upon 
half-civilized self-retributionists. The excitement here is intense.” Mor- 
rill argued that free-state men should show their moral superiority and 
manhood by bravely defending themselves against further assaults. “The 
Northern men,” he reported, “are determined to submit to no further out- 
rage, and scenes of great turbulence are expected. I shan’t run, arm, nor 
kill anybody, and I don’t intend to be whipt or shot.” Joshua Giddings dis- 
played similar feelings after the attack. In a letter to his daughter, Gid- 
dings wrote: “Northern men want to fight. ... [WJhen men must show 
themselves, you must have no fear in regard to myself. I shall be perfectly 
careful to maintain my rights, say what I please.” Outside the halls of 
Congress, common citizens expressed outrage. On May 25, an angry mob 
gathered in Boston to condemn the attack. George S. Hillard, who spoke at 
the gathering, hoped the North had “manliness enough, courage enough, 
civilization enough, and Christianity enough to rebuke such a proceeding 
as this.”?7 

Brooks’s caning of Charles Sumner reflected the escalating conflict in 
Kansas. A day before the incident, proslavery settlers attacked Lawrence, 
ransacking the town’s hotel, burning homes, and destroying the print- 
ing press. Covering both Sumner’s beating and the Kansas conflict, the 
Farmer's Cabinet claimed these outrages “on the rights and persons of 
American citizens” were “unparalleled in the recorded history of civilized 
Western communities.” Abolitionist John Brown responded by dragging 
five proslavery settlers from their homes near Potawatomie Creek, Kansas, 
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and hacking them to death with a broadsword. A man from Oskaloosa, 
Iowa, wrote to Boston abolitionist Thomas Wentworth Higginson to call 
for additional action. “I believe the time is now at hand for us to fight,” he 
fumed. I can think [of ] nothing else. I believe that the importance of this 
crisis deserves an effort of every free man & every free woman. ... As long 
as there is a Ruffian in Kansas, my plan is not to show any quarters, and 
consequently take no prisoners. . .. Butcher them clean by the board.” 
“Bleeding Kansas” and “Bleeding Sumner” galvanized support for the 
Republican Party in the election of 1856. In June 1856, following the rec- 
ommendation of the February meeting, delegates from the various state 
Republican parties met in Philadelphia to draft a platform and nominate 
a candidate for president. The speakers at the convention highlighted the 
Republican belief that slavery needed to be restricted from the West to 
promote the right kind of land development and therefore safeguard the 
Union. Ilinoisan Owen Lovejoy asked, “What was the mission, the mani- 
fest destiny of the American people? Was it to chase negroes? Was it to go 
filibustering over the world?” No, he answered, the mission was to show 
the despots of Russia and Europe “the fact that people could maintain 
civil and religious liberty” in a Union. Showing the extent to which the 
Republicans has shed the antiexpansion sentiments of their Whig prede- 
cessors, New Jersey Judge Joseph C. Hornblower predicted that the future 
of America was in the West. “I am a Young American, he exclaimed, and 
“I will go for the man whose star comes from the west, and is now ris- 
ing in beauty over this mighty nation.” A California delegate explained 
the importance of a transcontinental railroad to the future of the Union. 
He termed the railroad that “great measure of measures—that measure of 
both peace and war—that measure which, more than all, furnishes to the 
country the material guarantees for the preservation of the Union.” New 
Hampshire Republican John P. Hale rejoined, “You have assembled not to 
say whether the Union shall be preserved, but whether, being preserved, it 
shall be a blessing to the people, or a scorn and a hissing the world over.””® 
Hale also used language alluding to slavery’s negative impact on land. 
“We are living in the harvest-time ofa pro-slavery Democracy,’ he lamented. 
“They have sown their seeds; they have germinated, budded, blossomed, 
borne fruit; and now the historian is writing his history in the blood of 
our fellow citizens on the plains of Kansas.” The upcoming election, Hale 
proclaimed, would be fought between one “host that has sworn to extend 
the mildew of slavery over the whole land” and the “army that opposes 
them.” Connecticut delegate Judge Tyler echoed his sentiments. “Stephen 
A. Douglas,” Tyler claimed, “with his Nebraska bill, had subsoiled half a 
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continent.” Massachusetts Republican Henry Wilson agreed that slavery 
was uncivilized. He proclaimed: “You have preferred a platform that em- 
braces freedom, humanity and Christianity.” Buchanan—the Democrat 
nominee—would disgrace “America in the face of the civilized world.”° 

The convention adopted resolutions affirming opposition to slavery 
extension as the most important goal of the Republican Party. “As our Re- 
publican fathers,” one resolution stated, “had abolished Slavery in all our 
National Territory, [and] ordained that no person should be deprived of 
life, liberty, or property, without due process of law, it becomes our duty 
to maintain this provision of the Constitution against all attempts to vio- 
late it for the purpose of establishing Slavery in any territory.” Showing 
their belief that slavery was harmful to civilization, the Republicans also 
avowed: “It is both the right and duty of Congress to prohibit in the Ter- 
ritories those twin relics of barbarism—Polygamy and Slavery.” Seeking 
to capitalize on the Kansas controversy, the Republicans demanded that 
“Kansas should be immediately admitted as a State of the Union, with 
her present Free Constitution.” Finally, to connect East and West in the 
Union, the Republicans recommended “a railroad to the Pacific Ocean by 
the most central and practical route.”*! 

Republican convention delegates decided to nominate John C. Frémont 
for president. Frémont’s nomination reflected the party's concern for the 
future of the West. Samuel Pomeroy, who had traveled from Kansas to 
attend the convention, declared: “All Free Kansas would pray that the 
man who tracked our prairies to California may be the next President 
of the Union.” Frémont had achieved acclaim for leading expeditions to 
the Rocky Mountains and California during the 1840s. In 1846 Frémont 
helped organize the Bear Flag Revolt against the Mexican government in 
California. He also served as California’s senator for a brief term between 
September 1850 and March 1851. “His past course is the best guarantee 
in the world that we may safely trust his present professions,’ the Dayton 
Gazette commented. “To him, more than any other man, or dozen men, 
we are indebted for the fact that California, first born of the Pacific Em- 
pire, is a free white child instead of being, as was anxiously desired in the 
South, a feeble, black skinned creature, with the mark of Slavery burn[t] in 
his bosom.’ The New York Mirror celebrated Frémont’s explorations west- 
ward, proclaiming that his “whole life has been devoted to the interests of 
civilization and the glory of the American Union.’ The Steubenville Herald 
predicted that Frémont’s election would unite East and West. “It will 
be then,” the paper lauded, “throughout the expansive North—the East 
and the West, that the ‘Rushes and the willow-wand, will bristle into 
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axe and brand, and every tuft of broom gave life, to freedom’s warriors 
armed for strife’ ”°? 

Frémont, in accepting the nomination, promised to reserve Kansas for 
yeomen farmers. “The only genial region of the middle latitudes left to the 
emigrants of the Northern States for homes cannot be conquered from the 
free laborers,” he proclaimed. Settlers “will look to the rights secured to 
them by the constitution of the Union, as their best safeguard from the op- 
pression of the class which—by a monopoly of the soil, and of slave labor to 
tillit ... reduce them to the extremity of laboring upon the same terms with 
the slaves.” He also put out a call to “the great body of non-slaveholding 
freemen” in the South, explaining that the Republican Party’s advocacy 
of free land distribution in the West would “advance their interests and 
secure their independence.” The campaign began in earnest. Republicans 
forwarded campaign literature to state committees nationwide. In Cali- 
fornia, Cornelius Cole received 2,000 copies of the Kansas Report, 5,000 
of the Border Ruffian Code, 3,000 of Sumner’s “Bleeding Kansas” speech, 
2,000 of The Life of Fremont, 2,000 of The Life of Buchanan, and an ad- 
ditional 6,500 copies of speeches by Indiana Republican Schuyler Colfax 
and New Yorker William Seward. Edmund D. Morgan of the Republican 
National Committee advised, “See that these documents are put in circula- 
tion immediately on their reaching you.”* 

The Border Ruffian Code, one of the main pieces of Republican 
propaganda, focused on the threat that slavery’s extension posed to demo- 
cratic government and the Union. In this pamphlet, hatred of aristocracy 
was the main theme. Assembled by Republicans Jacob Collamer, Galusha 
A. Grow, and Schuyler Colfax, the pamphlet labeled the nation’s slavehold- 
ers an “iron-willed oligarchy” that enforced its rights to “human flesh and 
blood” by violence. The North, the pamphlet lamented, was full of “white 
slaves” who performed the oligarchy’s bidding. The fact that the Senate 
“sanctioned and legalized . . . the work of an armed mob [in Kansas], 
in open violation of the laws and constitution of the United States,’ vio- 
lated the “great fundamental principle upon which rests our whole politi- 
cal fabric, popular sovereignty or self-government.’ If Congress excluded 
slavery from the West, “the confidence of the people in the perpetuity and 
strength of free governments [would be] stimulated and confirmed, and 
the bonds of the Union strengthened and established upon the rock of 
eternal justice.”3+ 

The Life of Fremont argued that land monopoly created the slaveholding 
aristocracy so threatening to white northerners. Freemen, the book 
claimed, “will look to the rights secured to them by the Constitution of 
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the Union as the best safeguard from the oppression of the class which, by 
a monopoly of the Soil and of Slave Labor to till it, might in time reduce 
them to the extremity of laboring upon the same terms with the slaves.” 
Government land grants could ensure that farm ownership was wide- 
spread and provide smallholders with independence. “The great body of 
Non-Slaveholding Freemen,” the book explained, “including those of the 
South, upon whose welfare Slavery is an oppression, will discover that the 
power of the General Government over the Public Lands may be benefi- 
cially exerted to advance their interests and secure their independence.” 
Frémont promised that public lands would be disposed “in such a way as 
would make every settler upon them a freeholder.’** 

Frederick Law Olmsted published A Journey in the Seaboard Slave 
States in 1856, expanding on his earlier articles in the New York Times. An 
ardent backer of the Republican Party, Olmsted hoped his book would in- 
fluence the election. Slave labor caused the beautiful Virginia countryside 
to whither and decay. Olmsted reported countless “Old Fields,’ containing 
a “course, yellow, sandy soil, bearing scarce anything but pine trees and 
broom-sedge. In some places, for acres, the pines would not be above five 
feet high—that was the land that had been in cultivation, used up and 
‘turned out... . L[A]t long intervals, there were fields in which the pine 
was just beginning to spring in beautiful green plumes . . . and was yet 
hardly noticeable among the dead brown grass and sassafras bushes and 
blackberry-vines, which nature first sends to hide the nakedness of the 
impoverished earth.” The impoverished environment also produced a de- 
crepit society. Near Petersburg, Virginia, Olmsted found a “log-cabin, with 
a door in one of the gable-ends, a stove-pipe, half-rusted away, protruding 
from the other . . . closed by a wooden shutter. This must have been the 
school house, but there were no children then about it, and no appearance 
of there having been any lately.” This school was amid “a continuation of 
pine trees, big, little, and medium in size, and hogs, and a black, crooked, 
burnt sapling.’ The very presence of pines seemed to Olmsted as proof of 
inferior cultivation. In a section entitled “A Tobacco Plantation,’ Olmsted 
noted: “An oak forest had originally occupied the ground where [the plan- 
tation house] stood; but this having been cleared and the soil worn out in 
cultivation by the previous proprietors, pine woods now surrounded it in 
every direction, a square of a few acres only being kept clear immediately 
about it.” 

According to Olmsted, the nonslaveholding whites of the South strug- 
gled to make a living because of the inferior soil. Traveling in South Caro- 
lina, Olmsted’s driver reported: “Rather poor soil, I should say. It’s the 
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cussedest poor country God ever created. ... You have to keep your horses 
on —Shucks! damn it” The cause of the inferior soil was not natural; it 
was slavery. “Put the best race of men under heaven into a land where 
all industry is obliged to bear the weight of such a system,’ Olmsted ex- 
plained, “and inevitably their ingenuity, enterprise, and skill will be para- 
lyzed, the land will be impoverished, its resources of wealth will remain 
undeveloped, or will be wasted.” Olmsted warned that more land could 
look like the “un-cultivated and unimproved—rather, sadly worn and 
misused” farms of eastern Virginia if slavery expanded further. He even 
reported that Virginia’s governor wanted California to be a slave state de- 
spite the compromise measures of 1850. Olmsted did not understand that 
ultisols, the most common soil type in the South, encouraged the shifting 
cultivation that he noticed.°” 

Farmers and settlers in the West found the Republican message of 1856 
appealing. C. C. Andrews, a Massachusetts journalist, visited the Minne- 
sota and “Dacotah’” territories in the fall of that year. He reported that 
“there is much more political excitement during this campaign than there 
was in 1840. Flag-staffs and banners abound in the greatest profusion in 
every village. Every farm-house has some token of its politics spread to 
the breeze.” The West, for Andrews and the people he met, presented a 
vast amount of land on which sturdy yeomen could gain material wealth 
and independence—provided that government policy promoted proper 
land development. “I have wondered,’ he wrote, “at the contrast presented 
between the comparatively small number who penetrate to the frontier 
and that great throng of men who toil hard for a temporary livelihood 
in the populous towns and cities of the Union.” Andrews believed that 
if “this latter class were at all mindful of the opportunities for gain and 
independence which the new territories afforded, they would soon aban- 
don . . . their crowded alleys in the city, and aspire to be cultivators and 
owners of the soil.” In order to achieve these gains, farming communities 
needed permanent settlers and positive moral influences. Andrews was 
not surprised that among the “lusty yeomen . . . there was an overwhelm- 
ing majority for Frémont.” Farmers in Minnesota and Dakota favored the 
government distributing small plots of land to freemen and excluding 
slavery from the West.** 

Despite the overwhelming support for Frémont that Andrews found in 
the Old Northwest, James Buchanan still came out ahead. Frémont won 
every free state except California, Illinois, Indiana, Pennsylvania, and New 
Jersey. He also garnered 33 percent of the total popular vote. More impres- 
sively, Frémont gained 45 percent of the popular votes within the North. 
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He would have done even better without the presence of nativist Millard 
Fillmore, who carried 21 percent of the popular vote. Taken together, Fré- 
mont and Fillmore votes would have beaten Buchanan in California, New 
Jersey, and Illinois and come close in Pennsylvania and Indiana. For the 
1860 election, Republicans only had to add Pennsylvania and either II- 
linois or Indiana to their column in order to win. Despite the ignominy of 
having “obnoxious nests of ‘Buchaniers’” inhabit the White House, Repub- 
licans were encouraged by the initial success. James Buchanan, in turn, 
looked to destroy Republican chances by putting the slavery issue to rest 
once and for all.*9 

“Old Buck,” as friends called Buchanan, believed the Supreme Court 
could make a final pronouncement on the expansion of slavery. In March 
1857, during the inauguration ceremony, observers noticed the president 
whispering with Chief Justice Roger B. Taney. A few minutes later, Bu- 
chanan declared that the court would “speedily and finally” settle the 
question of whether Congress could regulate slavery in the territories. 
Two days afterward, on March 6, Taney delivered just such a pronounce- 
ment, claiming that Congress had no regulatory power over the institu- 
tion. Taney argued that the Constitution’s Fifth Amendment—preventing 
seizure of “life, liberty, and property, without due process of law’—forbade 
Congress and territorial legislatures from barring slavery. Taken to its logi- 
cal conclusion, the ruling seemed to question whether any free state—even 
the Republican strongholds of Wisconsin and Massachusetts—could con- 
stitutionally exclude slave property. The decision was important for two 
reasons. First, for many Republicans, Buchanan’s actions at the inaugu- 
ration proved the existence of a slave-power conspiracy to use the power 
of government to promote the institution’s interests. And second—the 
focus of this study—the decision spurred new fears about slavery’s west- 
ern expansion, continuing the debate about whether the lands in the West 
would be settled by small farms or large plantations. Republicans even 
worried that the institution could take hold in states such as California 
and Oregon, where it had previously been excluded.’ 

Republicans and abolitionists believed that the Dred Scott Decision 
threatened to make slavery national. “As they claim the whole country for 
Slavery, we claim the whole country for Freedom,” abolitionist William 
Goodwell wrote to George Julian. Julian himself observed that Repub- 
licans interpreted Dred Scott “as the distilled diabolism of two hundred 
years of slavery, stealthily aiming at the overthrow of our Republican 
institutions, while seeking to hide its nakedness under the fig-leaves of 
judicial fairness and dignity. They branded it as the desperate attempt of 
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[the] slave-breeding Democracy to crown itself king, by debauching the 
Federal judiciary and waging war against the advance of civilization.” He 
warned that slaveholders would soon “attempt to divide California for the 
purpose of introducing slavery into the southern portion.” Cornelius Cole, 
the California Republican, agreed with Julian’s interpretation. “The adop- 
tion of a free constitution did not, by any means, abate the aggressiveness 
of the pro-slavery sentiment in California,’ he recalled. “In the South it 
was constantly growing more virulent, incited, it may have been, by disap- 
pointment engendered by the action of California and by a lively hope of 
extending slavery into the new territories of Kansas and Nebraska in the 
Northwest.” Cole filled his diary with newspaper editorials opposing Dred 
Scott. One asked: “What is the inevitable deduction which flows from this 
statement of facts? THE CURSE OF SLAVERY, IF IT BE A CURSE—THE 
BLESSING OF SLAVERY, IF IT BE A GOOD OR A BLESSING—MUST BE 
ALIKE ENDURED OR ENJOYED BY THE PEOPLE OF A TERRITORY." 
Republicans reported that Buchanan’s strategy had backfired. Instead 
of making the slavery issue disappear, the court’s decision drew thousands 
more to the Republican ranks. “Everything seems to look pretty well po- 
litically,’ Salmon P. Chase wrote in May 1857. “So far as I can see, the an- 
tislavery sentiment and principle [take] a deeper & deeper hold upon the 
masses.” Only a month later, Republicans scored another propaganda 
coup with the publication of Hinton R. Helper’s The Impending Crisis of 
the South: How to Meet It, which they believed could convert nonslave- 
holding southern whites to the Republican cause. The book demonstrates 
how land development was at the heart of the Republican message.” 
Hinton Helper came from a prosperous family in Davie County, North 
Carolina, a region in the piedmont unreliant on slave labor and hostile 
to slaveholder power. In 1860, as a recent biography of Helper points 
out, “slaveholders accounted for 85.8 percent of the state legislature.” 
Economic opportunities proved scant in the piedmont, and Helper 
blamed slaveholders for the increasing numbers of landless whites in 
North Carolina. Having a touchy and vitriolic personality, Helper also 
felt personally aggrieved when a southern editor forced him to remove 
passages marginally critical of slavery in a book about the California 
Gold Rush. After this incident, Helper began work on a book demand- 
ing an immediate end to slavery in the South. The North Carolinian, 
however, had no sympathy for enslaved black people. Playing the role 
of Jeffersonian agrarian, not abolitionist, Helper attacked slavery for its 
negative effects on the southern environment. “The soil itself? he ar- 
gued, “soon sickens and dies beneath the unnatural tread of the slave.” 
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Quoting an Alabaman, Helper wrote: “I can show you, with sorrow, in 
the older portions of Alabama, and in my native county of Madison, the 
sad memorials of the artless and exhausting culture of cotton. Our small 
planters, after taking the cream off their lands, unable to restore them by 
rest, manures, or otherwise, are going further West and South, in search 
of other virgin lands, which they may and will despoil and impoverish in 
like manner.’ Free settlers, owning small tracts of land, were prosperous. 
Helper wanted slaveholders to “see how much more vigorous and fruitful 
the soil is when under the prudent management of free white husband- 
men, than it is when under the rude and nature-murdering tillage of 
enslaved negroes.’*? 

Under slavery, the South, “so great and so glorious by nature,’ trampled 
its own fields and forests. “At the South everything is either neglected or 
mismanaged,” Helper explained. “Whole forests are felled by the ruthless 
hand of slavery, the trees are cut into logs, rolled into heaps, covered with 
the limbs and brush, and then burned on the identical soil that gave them 
birth. The land itself next falls prey to the fell destroyer, and that which 
was once a beautiful, fertile, and luxuriant woodland, is soon despoiled of 
all its treasures and converted into an eye-offending desert.” He concluded 
with a plea to poor southern whites: “Slavery has polluted and impover- 
ished your lands; freedom will restore them to their virgin purity.’** 

As a result of slavery’s land-use regime, The Impending Crisis argued, 
civilization did not take root in the South. First, the institution denied 
education to poor whites. “The lords of the lash,” Helper fumed, “are not 
only absolute masters of the blacks, who are bought and sold, and driven 
about like so many cattle, but they are also the oracles and arbiters of all 
non-slaveholding whites, whose freedom is merely nominal, and whose 
unparalleled illiteracy and degradation is purposely and fiendishly per- 
petuated.” Second, slavery prevented material progress. Slavery, “the direst 
evil that e’er befell the land,” was the reason “that the South bears nothing 
like even a respectable approximation to the North in navigation, com- 
merce, or manufactures, and that, contrary to the opinion entertained by 
ninety nine hundredths of her people, she is far behind the free States in 
the only thing of which she has dared to boast—agriculture.’ The absence 
of proper land development inhibited progress and brought the South 
“under reproach in the eyes of all civilized and enlightened nations.’** 

Helper believed that the Union could find perpetual peace only when 
the South abandoned slavery. “Patriotism,” he proclaimed, “makes us a 
freesoiler; state pride makes us an emancipationist. . . . [W]ith the free 
state men in Kanzas and Nebraska, we sympathize with all our heart. 
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We love the whole country, the great family of states and territories, one and 
inseparable.” Helper implored northerners to “organize yourselves as one 
man under the banners of Liberty, and to aid us in exterminating slavery, 
which is the only thing that militates against our complete aggrandizement 
as a nation.” The Republicans had a “duty to make a firm and decisive ef- 
fort to save the States which they fought to free [during the American Rev- 
olution], from falling under the yoke of a worse tyranny than that which 
overshadowed them under the reign of King George the Third.”*® 

Helper provided ammunition to the Republican demand that slavery 
be excluded from the West. Like David Wilmot and Abraham Lincoln, 
Helper believed that slavery restriction would lead to emancipation be- 
cause slavery depended on new lands to survive. “Slave society, pent up, 
withers and dies,’ he wrote. “It must continually be fed by new fields and 
forests, to be wasted and wilted under the poisonous tread of the slave.” 
That desire, he believed, explained why slaveholders stopped at nothing 
to extend the institution to new states. Helper warned: “Consider well the 
aggressive, fraudulent and despotic power which they have exercised in 
the affairs of Kanzas [sic]; and remember that, if, by adhering to errone- 
ous principles of neutrality or non-resistance, you allow them to force the 
curse of slavery on that vast and fertile field, the broad area of all the sur- 
rounding States and Territories—the whole nation, in fact—will soon fall 
prey to their diabolical intrigues.” The North Carolinian concluded that 
the expansion of slavery would destroy Jefferson's vision of an agrarian 
republic: “Not content with eating out the vitals of the South, slavery, true 
to the character which it has acquired for insatiety and rapine, is begin- 
ning to make rapid encroachments on new territory; and as a basis for a 
few remarks on the blasting influence which it is shedding over the broad 
and fertile domains of the West, which in accordance with the views and 
resolutions offered by the immortal Jefferson, should have been irrevoca- 
bly dedicated to freedom.”*” 

New York Republicans published Helper’s book on June 26, 1857. New 
York Tribune editor Horace Greeley declared that it provided “the southern 
masses with [a] fearless, blunt spokesman.” Helper’s “rolling volleys and 
dashing charges of argument and rhetoric,’ Greeley claimed, showed the in- 
feriority of slave agriculture and an opening for the Republican Party in the 
South. William M. Chace, the Republican National Executive Committee 
secretary, argued that the remaining money from Frémont’s failed election 
bid should be used to circulate 50,000 copies of The Impending Crisis 
for the 1858 midterm elections. Despite Greeley’s initial support, Help- 
er’s first edition failed to gain traction in either the North or the South. 
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When Helper handed a copy to North Carolina governor John W. Ellis, the 
executive lit the book on fire and used it to light his pipe. Helper and other 
southern dissidents such as Cassius Clay asked New York Republicans to 
finance a second release. In June 1859, a New York publisher released The 
Compendium of the Impending Crisis, a pamphlet smaller and cheaper 
than the original but containing much of the same content. The smaller 
edition sold many more copies, and sixty-eight Republican politicians offi- 
cially endorsed it. Helper himself noted that 137,000 copies had been sold 
by May 1860, making the book, in the words of his biographer, “the most 
important campaign document of the 1860 election.”** 

Schuyler Colfax, Owen Lovejoy, Edwin B. Morgan, Joshua R. Giddings, 
Henry L. Dawes, Justin S. Morrill, and John Sherman were among the 
Republicans supporting Helper’s book. William Seward reportedly com- 
mented, “I have read the ‘Impending Crisis of the South’ with deep atten- 
tion. It seems to me a work of great merit, rich, yet accurate, in statistical 
information, and logical in analysis.” The fierce southern reaction to these 
endorsements highlighted the book’s popularity and the threat of the Re- 
publican Party to slavery. Daniel Worth, an aging North Carolina preacher, 
attempted to distribute Helper’s book to poor whites in 1860. Authorities 
responded by throwing the old man in jail and charging him for “circulat- 
ing books deemed incendiary” and exciting in “slaves and free negroes a 
spirit of insurrection, conspiracy, or rebellion.” The penalties for the first 
charge were imprisonment for more than a year and “whipping and pillory 
at the discretion of the Court.” A North Carolina judge could recommend 
capital punishment for the second offense. Fearful for his life and terrified 
by the “horrid oaths and blasphemies” of fellow prisoners, Worth wrote 
to George Julian for help. “The book, Helper’s Impending Crisis, is the 
greatest danger,’ the preacher explained. “My lawyers rely on the fact that 
the book was never offered to a slave or free negro, and therefore cannot 
fill the statute.” He pleaded for “letters of Christian feeling and sympathy.” 
Two months later, the court sentenced him to two years in prison. The old 
man worried that even this light sentence would lead to death “in a felon’s 
cell, amidst oaths, curses, and blasphemies . . . in the land of ‘whips and 
chains.” Worth somehow escaped to New York City after posting bail and 
relied on his antislavery friends to keep him free until the Civil War.” 

Proslavery southerners would not let the Republicans who endorsed the 
book get away so easily. On December 5, 1859, the House of Representatives 
met to determine the next speaker of the House. The Republicans’ first 
choice was John Sherman of Ohio, brother of William Tecumseh Sherman. 
John Clark of Missouri responded by authoring a resolution declaring that 
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“the doctrines and sentiments of a certain book, called “The Impending 
Crisis of the South— How to Meet it’... are insurrectionary and hostile to 
the domestic peace and tranquility of this country.” Clark argued that any 
man who endorsed the book could not become speaker of the house. The 
Republicans, who needed five votes from outside their ranks to win the 
speakership, failed to elect John Sherman on multiple ballots. Democrats 
then forced the Republicans to select William Pennington, whose only 
qualification was that he had no stated opinion on The Impending Crisis.°° 

For proslavery Democrats, Republican support for The Impending Cri- 
sis unveiled the party’s threat to slavery. First, Republican restrictions on 
slavery in the territories prevented slaveholders from taking advantage of 
the riches of the West. Virginian Samuel M. Wolfe claimed that slave own- 
ers needed southern California. “The propriety of dividing the State into 
Northern and Southern California,” he argued, “has already occupied the 
attention of the Legislature. . . . [I]t is universally conceded that, in case 
of its adoption, the Southern portion will establish the laws and institu- 
tions of Virginia and Louisiana.” Second, and more important, proslav- 
ery southerners worried that through patronage and the disbursement of 
Helper’s book, the Republicans could build a southern wing of their party 
that would outlaw slavery. Georgia senator Robert M. Toombs warned 
that should a Republican win the 1860 election, “It would abolitionize 
Maryland in a year, raise a powerful abolition party in Virginia, Kentucky, 
and Missouri in two years, and foster and rear up a free labor party in 
the Whole South in four years.” Wolfe claimed that the “Black Republi- 
can Party’s” endorsement of a book “advocating treason, rebellion, civil 
war, insurrection, murder, arson, rapine and bloodshed” proved the party’s 
abolitionist intentions.” 

As Toombs and Wolfe observed, the election of 1860 carried high 
stakes. Republicans believed that victory would secure a West for free 
white farmers using sound farming practices. Permanent towns and vil- 
lages inhabited by white people best promoted the Union and “civiliza- 
tion.” Proslavery Democrats worried that a Republican administration 
could strike at slavery where it existed, despite fervent promises to the 
contrary. Among other slavery-related issues, the Republican campaign 
focused on the threat the institution posed to land development. The party 
met in Chicago in May 1860 to select a presidential candidate and deter- 
mine a platform. 

Edwin D. Morgan, Cornelius Cole, and other members of the 
Republican National Committee welcomed all “those who are opposed to 
the policy of the present administration . . . to the extension of slavery 
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into the territories, to the new and dangerous political doctrine that the 
Constitution of its own force carries slavery into all the territories of the 
United States.” Reflecting the party's focus on restricting slavery, Republi- 
cans selected the author of the Wilmot Proviso to give the opening speech. 
David Wilmot believed the violence in Kansas and the restrictive free- 
speech laws championed by slaveholders violated civilization and made a 
mockery of the American Union. “Need I remind this intelligent and vast 
audience,” he proclaimed, “of tyranny such as the world never saw in a 
civilized and Christianized land that is manifested with the spirit of slav- 
ery. Whose rights are safe where slavery has the power to trample them 
under foot? Who to-day is not more free to utter his opinions within the 
empire of Russia, or under the shadow of despotism of Austria?” Wilmot 
concluded with a rhetorical question: “Shall we support this blighting, this 
demoralizing institution throughout the vast extent of our borders?”®? 
The convention also featured speakers alluding to the link between 
land monopoly and disunionist sentiment. Like Hinton Helper, former 
Democrat Chauncey Cleveland believed that the Republican Party could 
save the Union by liberating the majority of white southerners from slave- 
holder oppression. Patronage and increasing land ownership could build 
a Republican Party in the South. “The disunionists are in a small minor- 
ity in the slave states, and they keep down the majority,” he asserted. “[T] 
f we treat them kindly and hold our hand out to them, as men competent 
to fill the high offices of the United States, we shall have the majority out 
from the heel of the slave oligarchy.’ At the next convention, Cleveland 
predicted, “We shall probably have the entire slave states represented.” 
Fred Hassaureck, a German delegate from Cincinnati, Ohio, gave one of 
the most popular speeches on the meaning of union. Hassaureck defined 
“Americanism” in Republican terms. Alluding to his own experience in 
Prussia, Hassaureck began: “Gentlemen, I have seen the nations of Europe 
smarting under the arbitrary rule of despots.” He proclaimed, interrupted 
by loud cheers from the gallery, that “if it is Americanism to believe that 
this glorious Federation of sovereign States has a higher object and a nobler 
purpose than to be the mere means of fortifying, protecting, and propa- 
gating the institution of human servitude—if it is Americanism to believe 
that these vast fertile Territories of the West are forever to remain sacred, 
to remain as free homes for free labor and free men, I shall live and die an 
American.” Hassaureck’s speech equated American national identity with 
free speech, union, and opposition to slavery extension—all northern, Re- 
publican values. The achievement of these values depended upon the goy- 
ernment securing “free homes” in the “vast fertile Territories of the West.’** 
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The 1860 Republican platform highlighted the importance of 
homestead promotion, slavery restriction, and the West to the party’s 
appeal. To extend the benefits of civilization westward and bind far-off 
regions to the Union, the platform offered support for a “complete and 
satisfactory homestead measure” and a “railroad to the Pacific Ocean.” The 
paramount Republican plank, however, was the ban on slavery in the ter- 
ritories. Absent from the platform was a moral condemnation of slavery. 
Joshua R. Giddings had tried to insert such a plank into the platform, 
but Republicans concerned with avoiding the charge of “abolitionism” 
defeated the proposition. Giddings fumed afterward: “A few . . . worth- 
less doughfaced tricksters managed to get the committee arranged so as 
to strike out .. . the immediate rights of man.’ Despite their disappoint- 
ment, both Julian and Giddings felt confident that Republican nominee 
Abraham Lincoln would support antislavery measures. “As to Lincoln,” 
Giddings wrote, “I would trust him on the subject of slavery as soon as I 
would Chase or Seward [Lincoln’s rivals for the nomination ]. I have been 
well acquainted with him and think I understand his whole character.” 

Even before the convention, Republican National Committee member 
Cornelius Cole worked hard to secure Republican victory in California. 
The construction of the transcontinental railroad and the passage of a 
homestead bill were the major campaign issues in his state. In a letter to 
Edward Morgan discussing the 1860 convention, Cornelius Cole argued: 
“We think here that the energies of the government should be directed 
towards the construction of a Pacific Railway in order to divert them [the 
South] from the acquisition of new slave markets. That we should thus 
build up more free states, rather than purchase additional lands for slav- 
ery... shall not this great question [factor] largely into the next cam- 
paign? In it we have something positive and progressive.” Future Civil 
War martyr and Oregon politician Edward Baker agreed. In a speech to 
a Republican mass meeting in San Francisco, Baker stated: “The inter- 
est of the South is identical—the slave interest belongs to the whole of 
it in common and alone. . .. Whatever great measure comes before the 
nation, develops the hostility of the South, because it conflicts with their 
one interest. The Pacific Railroad is a striking example.” He added: “What 
is true of the sentiments of the South toward a railroad, is true also of a 
homestead. What does she care for a homestead? She never expects to use 
it....[S]he is in another line of business. See Virginia, once the mother 
of Presidents and of statesmen, now engaged in slave breeding! —rearing 
little niggers to send South! She cares nothing about a homestead.” A 
vote for Abraham Lincoln, Baker concluded, was a vote for the railroad, 
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free homesteads, and freedom in the territories. Erstwhile Democrat Har- 
vey S. Brown told voters that only the Republicans could deliver on prom- 
ises for a transcontinental railroad and a homestead law. “The Republican 
party,’ he proclaimed at a rally, “is for a Homestead law—for giving 160 acres 
of the public domain free of cost to the actual settler. It is for the immediate 
construction of an Atlantic and Pacific railroad. ... [T Jhese are Republican 
principles.” 

Over 1,800 miles eastward in Indiana, George W. Julian ran for Congress 
in 1860, hoping to capitalize on popular support for the Republicans. Just 
three years earlier, Julian had complained that fellow Indianans consid- 
ered his antislavery sentiments too “ultra” for election. During a speech 
at Raysville, Indiana, Julian lamented: “The sad truth is, that Indiana is 
the most pro-slavery of all our Northern States. Her Black Code, branded 
upon her recreant forehead by a majority . . . tells her humiliating pedi- 
gree far more forcibly than any words I could employ. Our people hate the 
negro with a perfect, if not a supreme hatred, and their antislavery, mak- 
ing an average estimate, is a superficial and sickly sentiment, rather than a 
deep-rooted and robust conviction.” By the time of the election, the racial 
views of average white Indianans had not changed, but antislaveholder 
sentiment and concern about land development in the West had increased 
dramatically. Caleb B. Smith, a conservative former Whig, wrote to Julian 
explaining the change in public opinion. “You are regarded as ultra in your 
antislavery notions,’ Smith began. But he added: “I do not know that you 
have [observed] our opinion in regard to Slavery. .. . There is nothing I 
so much desire as to see the insolence of the slave power rebuffed and its 
pride and arrogance humbled.’ Smith concluded: “I most earnestly desire 
to see Indiana occupy a position of hostility to the pro-slavery democracy 
in the contest of 1860.” Julian, claiming that the “Slave-breeding Democ- 
racy” was “waging war against the advance of civilization” and attempting 
“to divide California for the purpose of introducing slavery,’ was trium- 
phant in 1860. Salmon Chase, congratulating Julian on his election, re- 
marked: “So our principles prevail.”*” 

Frederick Law Olmsted continued to publish books highlighting 
slavery’s danger to agriculture and progress in the West. He hoped his 
work would persuade people to vote Republican and take action to stop 
slavery’s spread. In his 1860 work, A Journey through Texas, Olmsted ar- 
gued that slavery prolonged the “frontier condition’—wild nature—and 
hence prevented the growth of civilization. “I believe that the prosperity 
of Texas,” he wrote, “measured by the rapidity with which the inconve- 
niences and discomforts, inevitable only in a wilderness or an uncivilized 
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state of society, are removed, would have been ten times greater than it 
is, had it been, at the date of its annexation, thrown open . .. to a free im- 
migration, with a prohibition to slavery.” The effects of slavery on the land 
were readily apparent in Texas. “Nowhere,” Olmsted wrote, “in any broad 
agricultural district, does such waste appear to have taken place, without 
a present equivalent existing for it. Nowhere is the land, with what is at- 
tached to it, now less suitable and promising for the residence of a refined 
and civilized people.” Challenging slaveholders, he asked: “What do you 
say to the fact that, in the eastern counties, that spectacle so familiar and 
so melancholy in your own State, in all the older Slave States, is already 
not infrequently seen by the traveler—an abandoned plantation of ‘worn- 
out’ fields?”** 

Due to poor soil-management practices, Olmsted warned that 
slaveholders would never cease expanding in their quest for more land 
to exploit. The evidence for this claim was on display in western Louisi- 
ana: “A good part of the land had, at some time, been cleared, but much 
was already turned over to the ‘old field pines; some of them even fifteen 
years or more. In fact, a larger area had been abandoned, we thought, 
than remained in cultivation. With the land many cabins have, of course, 
also been deserted, giving the road a desolate air. If you ask, where are the 
people that once occupied these, the universal reply is ‘gone to Texas.” The 
converse, however, was also true. If free white farmers settled the West, 
the environment would blossom. Visiting German settlers in Texas, Olm- 
sted wrote: “The greater variety of the crops which had been grown upon 
their allotment and the more clean and complete tillage they had received 
contrasted favorably with the patches of corn-stubble, overgrown with 
crab-grass, which are the only gardens to be seen adjoining the cabins of 
the poor whites and slaves.” He concluded: “Waste of soil and injudicious 
application of labor is common in the agriculture of the North, but no- 
where comparably with what is general at the South.” 

During the 1860 campaign, newspapers also commented on the threat 
slavery posed to agricultural lands in the West because of the institu- 
tion’s harmful effects on soil. A self-proclaimed farmer by the name of 
C. Robinson wrote a letter to Senator Henry Wilson in February 1860 
that the Emancipator reprinted. Slavery, Robinson fumed, “degrades the 
non-slaveholding whites to nearly the level of the blacks—all slave soil to 
a habitation of cruelty and crime—pollutes everything it touches—smites 
the soil with barrenness on which it treads.” Theodore Parker wrote a simi- 
lar letter to the New York Herald in April 1860, noting that the “live lands” 
of the West would not benefit from the “slovenly farming” under slavery. 
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Echoing an earlier claim by Henry Carey, Edward Bates wrote a letter in 
the Milwaukee Daily Sentinel in October 1860 suggesting that slaves did 
not care for the soil properly because they did not own it. Bates praised Re- 
publicans for being “strongly opposed to the admission of blacks (slaves) 
into the Territories, and firmly resolved to reserve .. . the virgin lands, to be 
settled and cultivated and made valuable by the free white voluntary labor 
of American citizens, and thus build up communities of white people.” 
Bates theorized, italicizing for emphasis: “Labor ought to own its Land.”®° 

Voters went to the polls in huge numbers in November 1860. Four can- 
didates competed for their attention. Abraham Lincoln faced Democrat 
Stephen Douglas in the North, while southern Democrat John Breck- 
inridge competed with Constitutional Unionist John Bell of Tennessee 
in the South. Douglas, the only national candidate, still campaigned on 
popular sovereignty, claiming that if the people of a territory did not 
want slavery, they could pass laws making the institution impossible 
to establish. The southern Democrats, who had broken with the Doug- 
las wing of the party at the 1860 convention in Charleston, demanded 
federal protection for slavery in the territories. John Bell ignored the 
slavery extension issue altogether, proclaiming love for Union and the 
Constitution as the defining characteristics of his party. Motivated by a 
hatred of slaveholders and intense opposition to the institution’s west- 
ern extension, northerners turned out to vote for the Republican Party 
in droves. Lincoln won all the electoral votes in the free states with the 
exception of New Jersey and carried 54 percent of the popular vote in 
the North. The Illinois lawyer outpolled all three opponents combined, 
guaranteeing victory. 

South Carolinians greeted news of Lincoln’s election with horror. The 
Charleston Mercury had pondered in 1859, “The question now for the 
South to consider is this—under whose government will the slaves of the 
South be most quietly kept in subjection and order? ... If we had a govern- 
ment of our own, the post office, all the avenues of intercourse, the police 
and the military would be under our exclusive control.” After Lincoln’s 
election, the South Carolina legislature answered. In early November, the 
state senate and house voted to hold a secession convention on December 
17, 1860. At this meeting, convention delegates unanimously approved 
secession. The secession ordinance declared, “Ifit is right to preclude or abol- 
ish slavery in a Territory, why should it be allowed to remain in the States? ... 
In spite of all disclaimers and professions, there can be but one end by 
the submission of the South to the rule of a sectional antislavery govern- 
ment at Washington; and that end, directly or indirectly, must be—the 
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emancipation of the slaves of the South.” The rest of the Deep South fol- 
lowed, with Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas 
all leaving the Union by February 1, 1860. 

Some Republicans worried that the Lincoln administration would 
compromise principles—most notably the party’s insistence on no slavery 
in the territories—to prevent the upper South from seceding. They de- 
manded that the president-elect refuse to give into southern threats. One 
of George Julian’s supporters from Madison, Wisconsin, wrote: “I hope 
from the bottom of my soul no pro-slavery concessions will be made. It 
will ruin the Republican Party if they do. Even civil war would be bet- 
ter than to [denigrate] ourselves by yielding an [iota] of our principles.” 
Indiana Republican Caleb Smith agreed, concluding: “While I am most 
anxious for the preservation of the Union and the enforcement of the laws, 
I am gratified to see increasing evidence of a determination on the part of 
Republicans not to abandon their principles to conciliate treason.’ Justin 
Morrill abhorred disunion, but he hated compromise more: “There can be 
no compromise short of entire surrender of our convictions of right and 
wrong, and I do not propose to make that surrender. All that can be done 
will not satisfy the cotton states. Nothing short of legalizing and introduc- 
ing slavery in the North will satisfy them. ... I regret the facts, but we must 
accept the truth that there is an ‘irrepressible conflict’ between our two 
systems of civilization.” 

Lincoln followed the advice of the more belligerent wing of his party in 
refusing to compromise over the extension of slavery. As Salmon P. Chase 
reminded Julian, “I do not think that Mr. Lincoln will disappoint the true 
Republicans who voted for him. He may not be as radical as some would 
wish, but he is, I am confident, [perfectly] sincere.” From December to 
April 1861, Unionists in Virginia, North Carolina, and Tennessee begged 
the Lincoln administration to support compromise measures to keep 
upper South states in the Union. The Crittenden Compromise, authored 
by Kentucky senator John Crittenden, guaranteed protection of slavery 
by constitutional amendment in the states where it existed and prohib- 
ited slavery north of the 36°30’ line by the same mechanism. The sticking 
point in Crittenden’s compromise and the other various plans, however, 
was that each included some provision for protecting slavery in the ter- 
ritories. The so-called Committee of Thirty-Three compromise proposed 
by conservative Republican Thomas Corwin of Ohio in January 1860 at- 
tracted the most Republican support. Unlike Crittenden’s compromise, 
the committee’s plan had no constitutional guarantee for slavery in the 
territories. Yet, since it still admitted New Mexico as a slave state, many 
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Republicans rejected the plan. Upper South delegates believed that the 
plan did not provide enough protections to slavery.™* 

As compromise measures failed and the nation inched closer toward 
conflict, Joshua R. Giddings viewed the exit of slave-state senators and 
congressmen as a golden opportunity to enact the Republican legisla- 
tive agenda and ensure proper land development in the West. Giddings 
begged Julian to go with him: “Don’t fail to meet me at as early a day as 
you can. A thousand reasons urge me to solicit your attention there. Your 
influence must be felt there whither there be a special session or not... . 
I go to make my influence felt on the great subject that has occupied my 
life. .. . Come to Washington and I will aid you as far as possible.” The Re- 
publican Party had defined the future of America in anti-southern terms. 
Small farmers, by practicing agricultural permanence, could build civil 
society in the West. Owning land encouraged independence and loyalty to 
democratic institutions. Tending a farm for multiple generations allowed 
the formation of schools and churches, building “civilization.” The slave 
South, if allowed to expand, would only bring land monopoly, destructive 
farming practices, and barbarism.™ 
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Yee 


LAND-DEVELOPMENT POLITICS AND 


THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR 


Just, Sir, as you are the representative of an honorable Order, just as our flag is the 
embodiment of a mighty nation, so, Sir, has it become the representative, the embodiment, 
of an honorable nation of agriculturists. 

—Rev. John A. Anderson, ‘Address, Delivered at the Laying of the Corner Stone of the 
San Joaquin Valley Agricultural Society’s Hall, in Stockton, August 6, 1861” 


Early in the morning on April 12, 1861, Virginia agricultural reformer and 
rabid secessionist Edmund Ruffin stood on Cummings Point in Charles- 
ton Harbor. Ruffin had been waiting for this moment for years. Republi- 
cans, he believed, had revealed their true governing intentions in Hinton 
Helper’s Impending Crisis of the South, aiming to make “all federal prop- 
erty into centers for abolitionist operations” and to build an antislavery 
party in the South through patronage and incendiary literature. The South 
could only preserve its institutions and culture in a separate nation. Ruf- 
fin, disgusted with Virginia’s wariness toward secession, skedaddled to 
South Carolina, the first state to leave the Union. As the crisis over federal 
soldiers stationed at Charleston’s Fort Sumter mounted, Ruffin went to 
sleep on the night of the eleventh with his clothing on, waiting for word 
of an attack. Before rays of sunshine hit the fort on the morning of April 
12, Ruffin pulled the lanyard on a hefty Columbiad gun, sending a cannon 
shell crashing into U.S. soldiers garrisoned there.' 

Ruffin’s shot, and President Abraham Lincoln’s subsequent call for 
75,000 volunteers to suppress the rebellion, started the Civil War. In April 
and May 1861, Virginia, Arkansas, Tennessee, and North Carolina joined 
Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina, and 
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Florida in the Confederacy. Belying the image of the “urban” North and the 
“agrarian” South, a majority of the soldiers who fought in the Union army 
came from farming communities. With the exception of Massachusetts’s 
John Andrew, governors of rural states in the Union, such as Wisconsin’s 
Alex W. Randall, were more bellicose than governors of urban areas. On 
May 3, 1861, Randall urged the government to “transport an army down 
the Mississippi, and blaze a broad track through the whole South, from 
Montgomery to Charleston. Charleston should be razed, till not one stone 
is left upon another, till there is no place left for the owl to hoot.” By con- 
trast, as historian Thomas H. O’Connor explains, “The American manu- 
facturer was among the most powerful and influential forces consistently 
working to prevent the disruption of the Union,’ fearing economic insta- 
bility and the loss of valuable resources like cotton.” 

Students of the Civil War often ask why the North responded so 
strongly to secession. The main reason is that the people of the North be- 
lieved strongly in the Union; preserving it meant supporting democracy 
in a world where oligarchs ruled. Victory, as historian Gary W. Gallagher 
explains, also meant “affirming the rule of law under the Constitution and 
punishing slaveholding aristocrats whose selfish actions had compro- 
mised the work of the founding generation.” These aristocrats, Republi- 
cans believed, derived their power both from slavery and land monopoly. 
Beyond victory on the battlefield, Republicans thought they had to shape 
the West and the South in the image of the agrarian North to prevent se- 
cession from occurring again. The beliefs about land development forged 
during the political conflict of the 1850s had convinced northern Repub- 
licans that they resided in a separate and superior agricultural society to 
the slaveholding South. Only free farmers who practiced wise land-use 
practices could produce a powerful and united nation.’ 

Showcasing how notions about proper land use were foremost among 
people’s reasons for supporting the Union, this chapter will first inves- 
tigate the debate over secession in California. As the scholar Ian Tyrrell 
explains, California, with its “rich natural resources, grand scenery, mild 
climate and Pacific position,’ seemed the best opportunity for turning the 
myth of an agrarian republic into a reality. Highlighting the evils of slave- 
based agriculture and the concomitant harm to union and civilization, 
California's Republican Party used agrarian rhetoric to secure the state’s 
support for the Union. Meanwhile, illustrating the influence of agrarian 
thought on national policy, the incoming Republican majority created the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, the Pacific Railroad Act, the Land Grant 
College Act, and the Homestead Act. Regardless of the consequences of 


72 Land-Development Politics and the Civil War 


these bills, northern politicians framed them as measures intended to 
create stable farming communities in the West and thus preserve the 
Union. Finally, agrarian notions connecting proper land use with union 
and civilization were not limited to people living in the far West or walk- 
ing the halls of Congress; common soldiers had them as well. These sol- 
diers blamed plantation agriculture for the South’s lack of productivity 
and aristocratic society.* 

California presents a unique case study for analyzing how politicians 
used agrarian ideas to garner support for the Union war effort. While poli- 
ticians mostly cited union, the pending construction of a transcontinental 
railroad, and battlefield victories to convince Californians to stay loyal to 
the United States, they also warned that a Confederate takeover would 
prevent the development of small farms and agricultural improvement. 
Although the state voted for Lincoln in 1860, it differed from other free 
states because of its large pro-Confederate political minority. John Breck- 
inridge, the southern Democrat candidate for president, received just over 
28 percent of California’s vote in 1860. While California had outlawed 
slavery because of gold-miner opposition in 1849, expatriate slave own- 
ers comprised a powerful political faction nicknamed the “Chivalry,” or 
“Chivs” for short. Mississippian William M. Gwin, leader of the Chiv fac- 
tion, became one of California’s senators when the state entered the Union 
in 1850 and would remain in the position until 1861. In April 1852, Gwin 
ally Henry A. Crabb authored a fugitive slave law in California to supple- 
ment the national act passed earlier. The statute labeled escaped slaves 
who had come to California before statehood as fugitives, imposed heavy 
fines on anyone aiding escaped slaves, and even allowed slave owners to 
reside in California with their human property for an undefined time. Cor- 
nelius Cole, the Free-Soiler from New York, launched his political career 
defending three slaves from deportation to Mississippi in 1852.° 

The Chivs became more powerful during the 1850s, defeating the free- 
soil wing of California Democrats led by feisty Irishman David C. Broder- 
ick. Broderick had broken with the Chivs over the Kansas-Nebraska Act 
and the Dred Scott Decision, arguing that “slavery is old, decrepit, and 
consumptive; freedom is young, strong, and vigorous. The one is natu- 
rally stationary and loves ease; the other is migratory and enterprising.” 
Broderick also embraced homestead rights. California Supreme Court 
justice and diehard Chiv David S. Terry responded by tarring Broderick 
with abolitionism. Broderick’s faction, Terry alleged, were “black Repub- 
licans” and “negro lovers.” He elaborated: “Perhaps they do sail under the 
flag of Douglas, but it is the banner of the Black Douglass whose name is 
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Frederick not Stephen.” Outraged, Broderick challenged Terry to a duel, 
and on September 13, 1859, Terry murdered the free-soil leader. Califor- 
nia Republicans reported that Broderick’s last words were: “They have 
killed me because I was opposed to the extension of slavery and a corrupt 
administration.” Cornelius Cole wrote to William Henry Seward in frus- 
tration: “Our sky is now gloomy . . . we are not in despair though sad. Mr. 
B[roderick] could hardly be spared in the Senate. California was in need 
of such men there.”® 

Fresh off their elimination of Broderick and anticipating sectional con- 
flict, the Chivs moved to split the state in two, with the southern half be- 
coming the “Territory of Colorado.” This territory would permit slavery. 
California’s Democratic governor John B. Weller and Los Angeles delegate 
Andrés Pico began promoting the plan in the spring of 1858. In response, 
Los Angeles, San Bernardino, San Diego, Santa Barbara, San Luis Obispo, 
and Tulare Counties each voted to separate from California. The southern 
Democrat-dominated legislature agreed to the plan in April 1859. Slave- 
holders in the East were inclined to support them. Mississippi Demo- 
crat Henry S. Foote remarked that the South would gain a slave state in 
southern California thanks to the Pico bill. Henry Wise, the governor of 
Virginia, thought that California would provide new lands for plantation 
owners whose eastern holdings were no longer productive. As historian 
Leonard Richards describes, “Slavery, as Wise viewed the institution, was 
just not profitable on the worn-out fields of Virginia. ... [A]nd Califor- 
nia? No place, in Wise’s judgment, came close to matching California. It 
was the solution to his—and every Virginia slaveholder’s—problem.’ Cole 
remarked bitterly to California judge Stephen J. Field: “The Kansas dif- 
ficulty is now beautifully ‘localized? Is it not?” 

Though the U.S. Congress never agreed to California’s proposed divi- 
sion because of Republican opposition, this action underscored the divided 
loyalties of Californians on the eve of the Civil War. In the secession winter 
of 1860-61, Republicans in California and across the United States fretted 
over the state’s loyalties in the sectional controversy. For them, the possibil- 
ity that California would join the Confederacy or become an independent 
country was very real. Even before Lincoln’s election, California governor 
John Weller had warned that “if the wild spirit of fanaticism which now per- 
vades the land should destroy this magnificent Confederacy . . . [California] 
will not go with the South or the North, but here upon the shores of the 
Pacific found a mighty republic which may in the end prove the greatest of 
all.” Milton Latham, one of California’s Democratic senators, echoed Weller’s 
sentiments. “We in California,” he explained, “would have reasons to induce 
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us to become members neither of the southern confederacy nor of the 
northern confederacy, and would be able to sustain ourselves the relations of 
a free and independent state.” Cole worried that slaveholders could conquer 
California and ally the Bear Flag State with the South. “Slavery had been long 
in power and has so well fortified itself that the issue is extremely doubt- 
ful,” he explained. “[W Je are quite as likely to turn up a slave empire in a 
generation or two as to come out a free republic.” 

The stakes grew higher when the lower South seceded. In January 1861, 
the San Francisco Herald published a letter from California congressman 
Charles L. Scott exhorting the state to form a separate republic if the Union 
fractured. The next month, William H. Brewer, a scientist working for the 
Geological Survey of California, noted in his diary that southern California 
could become a slave state. Eastern newspapers agreed. A Boston journal 
commented, “There is at present here a well-defined and strongly marked 
anxiety in regard to the loyalty of the Pacific States. .. . [A ]rtful, design- 
ing, unscrupulous, treacherous, Southern-born, Southern-bred, Southern 
taught, and Southern-purchased, educated in all the rules of the dema- 
gogue ... men, ex-senators Gwin and Lane, are avowedly in connection 
with all the secret ramifications of the disunion party.’ San Francisco's 
Daily Evening Bulletin, a pro-Union paper, openly worried in late April 
1861 that the Chivs’ plan to divide the state would come to fruition.’ 

Violence was also a distinct possibility. Confederate sympathizers in 
San Francisco formed a secret society in early 1861 called the Committee 
of Thirty. The leaders of this group suggested to Albert Sidney Johnston— 
then in command of the U.S. Army’s Department of the Pacific—that he 
seize San Francisco and stop all gold shipments to the East. Johnston dis- 
approved of the committee's plan but fled the state—followed by several 
Chiv politicians—to become the second-highest-ranking general in the 
Confederacy. Johnston’s replacement, Brigadier General E. V. Sumner, 
reported in March 1861 that “the Secessionists are . . . the most active 
and zealous party” in the state. Sumner requested soldiers for southern 
California, warning: “The disaffection in the southern part of the state is 
increasing and is becoming dangerous, and it is indispensably necessary 
to throw reinforcements into that section immediately.’ A group of San 
Franciscans told Secretary of War Simon Cameron in August 1861 that 
“about three-fifths of our citizens are natives of slave-holding states and 
are almost a unit in this crisis... . Our advices, obtained with great pru- 
dence and care, show us that there are about 16,000 Knights of the Golden 
Circle [a paramilitary pro-Confederate organization] ... in the state, and 
they are still organizing even in our most loyal district.” These Unionists 
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received little aid from Governor Weller’s successor, John B. Downey, who 
commented: “I did not believe, nor do I believe now, that an aggressive 
war should be waged upon any section of the Confederacy, nor do I believe 
that this Union can be preserved by a coercive policy.” 

For many inside and outside the state, California seemed to have the 
ideal conditions for a society of yeomen farmers. Governor James Nye of 
Nevada, a Republican appointed by Lincoln to lead the territory, spoke 
to the California Agricultural Society in September 1861. “Here,” Nye pro- 
claimed, “government lays no restraint upon agricultural or other pursuits, 
but by its fostering care bids them all leap onward to perfection.’ A society 
of farmers and free laborers, Nye continued, would be the most loyal to 
the Union: “I believe there are no classes of people more interested than 
the farmers and mechanics of America in retaining intact this old national 
emblem.” If California sided with the Confederacy and slavery arrived, 
however, the state’s agricultural potential would be wasted. The famous 
political economist Henry George moved to California in 1858 and started 
working for the Alta California newspaper in 1861. During his time in Cali- 
fornia, George started believing that the “absence of a garden landscape 
of small farms linked with towns in agrarian harmony had .. . divisive 
consequences,” including “land monopoly and environmental decay.’ An 
1871 speech by George suggests that he had viewed slavery as threatening 
to this vision: “The evils of land monopolization are showing themselves in 
such unmistakable signs that he who runs may read. . . . [I]t has already 
impressed its mark upon the character of our agriculture—more shiftless, 
perhaps, than of any State in the Union where slavery had not reigned." 

From the winter of 1860 to the successful culmination of the war, Re- 
publican stalwart Cornelius Cole and a Boston preacher named Thomas 
Starr King worked hard to safeguard California for the Union. While King 
and Cole were not solely responsible for the state’s loyalty, their speeches 
show many of the reasons that Californians allied with the North. These 
speeches focused on the value of union, the benefits of a free agrarian civi- 
lization, and the harm that would come if southerners transported slaves 
to the state. Cole argued that if California stayed in the Union and sup- 
ported the Republicans, the state would receive the economic and social 
benefits of a transcontinental railroad. King’s speeches glorified the Union 
and focused on the evils of slave agriculture. For the preacher, union signi- 
fied not only a united America in peace and prosperity but also the best 
hope of democracy worldwide. Union and the transcontinental railroad, 
each tied to a vision of California as an oasis for small farmers, could unify 
both California Democrats and Republicans in support of the war effort. 
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America was a unique place, King believed, and provided an example 
for other nations to follow. Mourning the death of Daniel Webster in 
1852, King explained: “He [Webster] saw an immense overbalance of 
good—benefits more various, more substantial, and more precious, than 
any polity on earth had ever secured to men. These the word Union rep- 
resented; these to his mind, the blotting of that word annihilated, and in 
their place introduced discord, contention, and bloody strife.” In another 
sermon, popularly reprinted during the Civil War, King exclaimed that 
patriotism and loyalty to the Union were one and the same. “Patriotism 
has learned to pronounce with emphasis the word Union,” he asserted. 
“The world waits to see the quality and energy of our patriotism.” Yet, to 
fulfill America’s true mission, the government needed to keep slavery out 
of the West because the institution threatened the Union. “If the time 
is to come when a large section of our land insist that human bondage 
is to be sanctioned and extended wherever our banner and our eagles 
go,” King warned, “that the haggard genius of oppression must sit with 
equal privilege and honor with the spirit of freedom[, ] ... I utter only the 
simplest lesson of science—then there can be no unity.” Union signified 
democracy, defined as the freedom to choose one’s government, occupa- 
tion, and residence in a world where these qualities were rare. If America 
failed, the democratic experiment and its benefits for humanity would be 
lost forever.” 

Allied with the abolitionist community in Boston, King decided to go to 
San Francisco to establish a Unitarian church in January 1860. The work 
was supposed to be temporary. Yet, after hearing of the secession crisis and 
California’s danger, King resolved to stay in the state. Speaking to both 
friendly and hostile audiences, King conveyed the importance of union 
through allusions to American icons such as George Washington, Daniel 
Webster, and the battles of Lexington and Concord. Celebrating Webster’s 
famous “Reply to Hayne,” King proclaimed: 


Mr. Webster’s thought breaks out afresh in the proclamation of the 
president that America is one and cannot be broken... . [I]t leaps forth 
and brightens in the sacred steel which patriots by the hundred thou- 
sand are dedicating, not to ravage, not to murder, not to hatred of any 
portion of the southern section of the confederacy, but to the support of 
the impartial Constitution, to the common flag, to the majestic and be- 
neficent law which offers to encircle and bless the whole republic; it ut- 
ters itself in the thunder-voice of twenty millions of white citizens of the 
land, that in America the majority under the Constitution must rule. 
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King then urged military action to save constitutional government and 
rule by the people, concluding: “When every man within the present lim- 
its of the immense republic shall have restored to him . . . representa- 
tion on common terms in the National capitol . . . and the Constitution 
vindicated in its unsectional beneficence, and the doctrine of secession 
be stabbed with two hundred thousand bayonet wounds[,]... then the 
debate between Mr. Calhoun and Mr. Webster will be completed.” 

While the Union represented democracy and its armies marched to de- 
fend the Constitution, King believed that the Confederacy, with its large 
landholdings, stood for oligarchy and aristocracy. “Doom to the traitorous 
aristocracy whose cup of gilt is full!” he declared. “Let him [the presi- 
dent] say that it is a war of mass against class, of America against feudal- 
ism, of the schoolmaster against the slave-master, of workmen against the 
barons, of the ballot-box against the barracoon. This is what the struggle 
means.” Cole agreed, warning: “The American slave oligarchy within a few 
years past have made many inroads upon the citadel of Liberty. ... [O Jne 
after another of the pillars of the temple of Liberty fall and the dust of the 
ruins passes on the wings of the breeze. The doctrines of Washington are 
ignored, Thomas Jefferson is never quoted, and Madison is openly repu- 
diated.” William Brewer, the aspiring geologist, went to a King speech in 
June 1861. Brewer fretted that European monarchs would rejoice in the 
collapse of the American Union. “We are doing and reaping,’ he wrote, 
“as monarchists have often told us we would do—put designing, immoral, 
wicked, and reckless men in office until they robbed us of our glory, cor- 
rupted the masses, and broken us in pieces for their gain.” A “Republic of 
the Pacific,” he asserted, was “sheerest nonsense. A republic of only about 
900,000 inhabitants less than a million, spread over a territory much 
larger than the original thirteen states, scattered hostile Indians and worse 
Mormons on their borders—what would either sustain or protect such 
a country?” King’s sermon, however, gave him hope that a “very strong 
Union sentiment” was prevailing." 

Besides Union, King and Cornelius Cole harped on the rebellion’s threat 
to civilization. Rebellion, King stated in a speech, “strikes for barbarism 
against civilization.” He elaborated: “It sins against the ballot-box; it sins 
against oaths of allegiance; it sins against public and beneficent peace; 
and it sins, worse than all, against the corner-stone of American prog- 
ress and history and hope, —the worth of the laborer, the rights of man.” 
Education, refinement, the appreciation of natural beauty, and, above all, 
opportunities for intellectual and material advancement signified civiliza- 
tion. The North, King believed, possessed “the shrine of learning, where the 
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principles of freedom may be perpetuated in cultivated minds.” Cole agreed, 
arguing that in all standards of civilization, free states outperformed slave 
states. Echoing Hinton Helper’s comparisons, Cole explained: “In soil, cli- 
mate, natural scenery, position in the republic, in wealth, and fame, Vir- 
ginia had altogether the start of her future rival [New York]... . [S]Juch 
were her advantages, but New York today commands more than forty-five 
times the commerce of Virginia. In schools, churches, libraries, manufac- 
tures, and all enterprises, public and private, in fact in every thing... the 
contrast is alike remarkable.” Virginia also lacked a system of education. 
“More than a fourth of the adult white population of Virginia are unable 
to read or write,’ Cole noted. “In the middle of the nineteenth century, the 
home of Washington, Jefferson, Madison, and Henry... is enveloped in 
ignorance, poverty, and misery.’ The sole reason for these differences in 
development was slavery. California had a choice. “Do we follow in the 
wake of New York or Virginia?” Cole asked. If it stayed in the Union and 
voted Republican, he implied, California would become more like New 
York than Virginia.” 

Cole and King also argued that if slaves crossed California’s borders, 
the state would face agricultural decline. California’s agricultural bounty 
would remain undeveloped. In one sermon, first given in 1857 but pre- 
sented again during the war, King warned: “The slave-system works on 
minds in our politics just as slavery works on the soil: it sucks the gener- 
ous juices out of it, withers it, dries it into the sand, and leaves it fit only 
for nettles and weeds.” In early 1861, Cole claimed that “slavery blights the 
prosperity of a State. Land in the slave communities is not worth on the 
average more than one third as much as lands in the free States, and the 
welfare of a people in all other respects is in an equal degree retarded.” The 
ideal for Cole and other Californians was for small farmers to settle the 
state, as slave owners would monopolize the land and exhaust it. Neither 
Cole nor King predicted the large-scale industrial agriculture that came 
to dominate California.’ 

One of the most illuminating episodes showing the importance of nega- 
tive impressions of southern land use in Californian Unionism came in 
1863, when both Governor Leland Stanford and Thomas Starr King spoke 
at the California State Fair. Stanford, a man not known for either rhe- 
torical brilliance or living on a small farm himself, urged farmers to tend 
small plots rather than large estates. Alluding to ancient Rome, Stanford 
reminded his audience: “In those days large farms were not regarded as 
a sine qua non to happiness and success. In fact, it was remarked by a 
orator of that time that he was not to be accounted a good citizen, but 
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rather a dangerous man to the State, who could not content himself with 
seven acres of land.’ Stanford promised a future of agriculture should a 
transcontinental railroad reach California: “Of the varied interests of Cali- 
fornia, none will reap richer benefits from a railroad across the continent 
than those depending upon the pursuit of agriculture.” 

King was even more direct. An ideal civilization and strong economy 
depended on proper care of the land. “The Creator,’ he theorized, “who 
gave the globe to Adam with the command to dress it and keep it has 
connected economy with its fertility. Economy lies at the base of high and 
permanent civilization.” King continued: “We know very well that decay 
in the productiveness of the soil through false methods of tillage, wrought 
the ruin of some of the immense empires of antiquity.’ The slave society 
of the South was one such example of “false tillage.” “One of our counts 
in the great indictment against slavery,’ King argued, “is, that it sucks the 
juices out of the soil, that it blasts the landscape, that it finds a garden and 
leaves behind it a nettle bed. We point to the farms of Eastern Virginia, 
of North Carolina, of Western Tennessee, whose bounty has shriveled, for 
our proof and illustration. And it is true.” The result of these poor land-use 
patterns was “barbarism’—the opposite of civilization. “Barbarism in the 
tillage leaves barbarism on the face of nature. Slavery, except on river bot- 
toms, quickly ‘skins the land,” King concluded." 

Cole further promoted Californian Unionism by associating the Re- 
publican Party with the construction of the transcontinental railroad and 
slaveholders with obstructing the plan. Slaveholders, Cole alleged, “were 
ready to purchase Cuba, or conquer Mexico, but nothing could obtain 
their countenance that had not a direct tendency to enhance the value of 
slaves, and a Pacific railroad promised no such result.” He also believed 
that slaveholders instigated violence in Kansas to stop the railroad: “The 
settlement of Kansas and the organization of a state government therein, 
though hampered for a long time by border-ruffianism, were further events 
favorable to the Pacific railroad scheme: Antagonism to the project was 
one of the chief incentives to the barbarous practices in that country.’ He 
continued: “The slave mongers well know that a line of free states would 
follow the railway all along to the Pacific, and they fought it desperately.” 
Now that the Republicans had gained control of Congress, “freedom at last 
prevailed and one branch of the Pacific Railroad will soon be constructed 
over the dark and bloody ground.” 

Cole extended his analysis to the homestead and land-grant-college 
bills, asserting that slaveholders opposed both laudatory measures. “No 
question,” he claimed, “can come before Congress, not even a Homestead 


80 Land-Development Politics and the Civil War 


Act or an Agricultural College Bill, which is not discussed and settled in 
reference to its bearing upon the price of negroes. .. . But how is it with 
[the] Republican party—what are its aims? It is the natural antagonist of 
the Democratic party. ... [E]very advantage gained by owners of slaves for 
the benefits of that property is equally to the disadvantage of .. . the entire 
body of free laborers North and South.””° 

The words of Cornelius Cole and Thomas Starr King fell on receptive 
ears. In April 1861, San Francisco's Daily Evening Bulletin asked: “Is it too 
much to say that Mr. King has done more than the press, more than all the 
lawyers in the State, more than the politicians in quickening into activity 
the Union sentiment in California and preserving us here from civil war?” 
The paper even suggested that Mr. King occupy one of California’s Senate 
seats. King, in a more muted tone, scribbled in his diary: “It is lucky I am 
sound on the Government question; for, ten days ago, the people mobbed 
a suspicious, half Union, half Jeff. Davis, Southern minister. . . . [T]he 
Union sentiment is strong.” Reacting to the outburst of Union support, the 
California legislature passed a resolution in late April 1861 affirming the 
state’s loyalty. Five senators and twelve assemblymen, however, demurred. 
“The Secessionists are watchful and not in despair,’ King noted.” 

While Republicans in California continued to fret about the state’s al- 
legiance throughout the war, Lincoln’s reelection in November 1864 ended 
the last chance for Confederate victory. The Daily Evening Bulletin re- 
ported that the reelection of “Lincoln will assure them [the Confederacy ] 
and the world that the North is substantially a unit for the prosecution 
of the war to the utter extinction of the rebellion, and that there will be 
no abatement of the energy with which all the power of the nation will 
be brought to work for the one consummation—the perfect preservation 
of the Union.” While a belief in the Union, battlefield victories, and the 
passage of the Pacific Railroad Act were probably the key factors ensur- 
ing California’s loyalty, California farmers also feared the agricultural 
harm that would come from a Confederate victory. Cornelius Cole, Leland 
Stanford, and Thomas Starr King used this fear to garner support for the 
Union. Slavery seemed to threaten the agrarian dream of a fertile land 
teeming with small farmers.” 

The Pacific Railroad Act, so critical to California’s loyalty, serves as a 
key example of how agrarian ideals influenced Civil War politics. This bill, 
plus the passage of the Homestead Act, the Land Grant College Act, and 
the creation of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, shows how ideas link- 
ing land use with civilization and union influenced federal policy. Free- 
Soilers and later Republicans had attempted throughout the 1850s to pass 
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these laws, each time facing opposition from southerners such as Jefferson 
Davis and northern “doughfaces” like James Buchanan. Now that they had 
powerful majorities in Congress, Republicans could implement their vi- 
sion for America’s future. This vision focused on turning the West into an 
agrarian society of white farmers who, by tilling small plots of land for 
many generations, would build “civilized” communities and develop loy- 
alty to the Union. As Phillip Shaw Paludan explains, Americans thought 
that railroads complemented farming, giving “farmers access to markets 
outside their locale [and] more potential buyers for farm goods, while 
at the same time providing factories and shops that could supply tools, 
clothing, and other household and farmyard goods.” The preeminent his- 
torian of transcontinental railroads, Richard White, supports Paludan’s 
assessment. Railroad magnates such as Leland Stanford “recognized that 
the most profitable traffic came from a thickly settled country of small 
freeholders. Railroads desired an agrarian landscape.” Small farmers in 
the West needed to be connected to eastern markets.”* 

Nearly all congressmen, North and South, desired a transcontinental 
railroad in the 1850s. Indeed, the main reason that Democrat Stephen 
A. Douglas authored the Kansas-Nebraska Act was to organize the lands 
west of Illinois so that a transcontinental railroad could begin in his home- 
town of Chicago. Disagreement centered on whether the federal govern- 
ment could constitutionally fund such a project and—more important— 
where exactly the road would go. Southerners desired a southern route, 
while northerners demanded a central or far-northern route. From 1853 
to secession, Jefferson Davis called for the construction of a railroad going 
from New Orleans to southern California. The final congressional debates 
on the transcontinental railroad before secession highlight how the issue 
had become intertwined with conflict over the expansion of slavery. In 
one debate, Texas Democrat Andrew Jackson Hamilton threatened se- 
cession if Congress did not construct the railroad in the South. “Do you 
desire to pave the way for a dissolution of the Union of these States?” he 
asked. “Then ignore the trade of the South in the same manner you are 
now doing—say that your great system of railroads shall be for the benefit 
of the northern, and, to a certain extent, the middle section of the Union; 
but that the South shall be disregarded in forming this great connection 
with the Pacific ocean.”** 

Unable to come to an agreement in the spring of 1860, congressmen 
tried again in January 1861 after South Carolina had left the Union. This 
time, Iowa Republican Samuel Ryan Curtis, chairman of the Committee 
on Pacific Railroad, introduced a bill that would have constructed three 
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transcontinental railroads—a southern, central, and northern route. 
Northern Republicans and Democrats viewed the measure as one that 
might forestall secession and promote union. William Henry Seward pro- 
claimed on January 5: “Every man appeals to every other man for a com- 
promise of sectional difficulties, and for the devising of some new bond 
of union to hold together these states. . . . [I]t is railroads and canals and 
connections and facilities for communication, commerce and affection, 
that bind together and assimilate disconnected and ill-assorted commu- 
nities. This is a great measure of conciliation, of pacification, of compro- 
mise, and of union.” In addition to appealing to the South, Seward was 
concerned that California might separate from the Union. But with the 
construction of transcontinental railroads, “You will make the Pacific coast 
American, and you combine the energies of the East and West, extending 
the civilization of the world westward in its proper way, with American 
habits, American sentiments, and American interest, across the great con- 
tinent of America.”?° 

Other politicians shared Seward’s concerns. Vermont Republican Sol- 
omon Foot called a transcontinental railroad “a strong, and I trust, an 
enduring and indissoluble bond of Union between the Atlantic and Pa- 
cific sections of the country.’ Milton Latham, the California Democrat of 
dubious loyalty, asked: “What other measure is better calculated to in- 
crease the faith of the people in the permanency of our institutions? What 
stronger proof can we give to the civilized world of our determination to 
remain united than to fasten an iron girdle round our loin, which shall 
be both emblematic and indicative of our indissoluble nation?” Latham 
then warned that if Congress continued to dither on the railroad, Califor- 
nia and Oregon could split off from the rest of the United States. “It is to 
prevent this gradual alienation of sentiment,” he claimed, “this growing 
diversity of interests in State and national affairs ... which, more than 
all other national considerations, ought to prompt Congress to accelerate, 
by all legal and constitutional means, the construction of a railway to the 
Pacific.” Even Jefferson Davis of Mississippi backed the compromise mea- 
sure, explaining: “I have thought it an achievement worthy of our age and 
of our people, to couple with bonds of iron the people of the Pacific with 
the valley of the Mississippi.””° 

Despite support from many as a measure to save the Union, the impending 
crisis and continued opposition from proslavery Democrats prevented the 
bill’s passage. Before Davis had a chance to vote in favor, Mississippi se- 
ceded, and the erstwhile southern advocate of a transcontinental railroad 
became president of the Confederate States of America. On January 9, the 
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day Mississippi left the Union, Oregon Democrat Joseph Lane—another 
westerner with questionable loyalties—gave his reasons for opposing the 
railroad’s construction. Lane claimed that “this country is about breaking 
up... this railroad bill cannot save it, or restore peace.” The only way to 
prevent secession, Lane explained, was for northerners to recognize that 
“the idea of putting slavery in course of ultimate extinction shall be aban- 
doned.” In other words, the Republicans had to allow slavery in federal ter- 
ritories. “Would the senator have a railroad at the expense of the Union?” 
Lane continued. “Would he place it in the power of that party who dis- 
regard the Constitution; who trample upon the decision of the Supreme 
Court . .. who would inaugurate and bring about negro equality in this 
country; who would free the negroes of the South, and bring them to New 
York and the other northern States, and introduce them there upon an 
equal footing.” Kentucky Unionist John Crittenden gave a less-passionate 
explanation for his opposition, remarking: “I will vote for no railroad bill 
while the country is in the condition in which it now is.””” 

Republicans began crafting a new Pacific railroad bill in late 1861 and 
early 1862. With southern Democrats gone, Lincoln's party quickly agreed 
on a central route. The House began formal debate on April 8, 1862. Re- 
publicans claimed that the measure promoted proper land development 
in the West. Pennsylvania Republican James H. Campbell, who intro- 
duced the bill, proclaimed: “This grand undertaking will do more to unite 
us as one people, will accomplish more by extending civilization over the 
continents .. . than any other enterprise of modern times; civilization of 
that high type which shall spread the cultivated valley, the peaceful village, 
the church, the school-house, and thronging cities, through the mighty 
solitudes of the West.” Fellow Pennsylvania Republican William D. Kelley 
concurred, explaining: “Irrigate and stimulate, with all the influences of 
modern science, the wide space between the Pacific and the Mississippi, 
whereby America was to be and was made the great central figure in the 
civilization of the world, so that her arts, her language, her institutions, 
and her religion, flowed in easy channels with her commerce to the people 
of all nations, and made her the benefactor, the civilizer, the republican- 
izer, and the Christianizer of the world.”* 

The rebellion gave additional impetus to the measure. Republicans 
believed the bill promoted union by showing European powers that a 
democratic government could still function in wartime. “As we are 
about to suppress a rebellion by which perfidious traitors have sought 
to overthrow and destroy our Government,” Indiana Republican Wil- 
liam Dunn declared, “and thus demonstrate our great military power, 
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and the stability of our institutions, it seems to me to be an appropriate 
time to organize this great enterprise.” He added: “When all the nations 
of Europe are agitated with political complications, which it may be that 
the sword alone can cut, it is most appropriate for us to assert our true 
position in the world . . . [and] become, as I trust it is our destiny to be, 
the greatest nation of the earth.’ Union had become important to Milton 
Latham because he knew that “the popular nature of our institutions is 
a standing cause of disquiet to the feudal aristocracy of the Old World. 
Their leading reviews, journals, and parliamentary discussions, breathe 
a tone almost of animosity toward us, and indicate their yearning hope 
that this intestine war may end in overthrow and ruin a great nation.” By 
passing the Pacific railroad bill, Congress could avert this unhappy fate. 
“We ask not to be dealt with as a broken or dismembered part of this great 
empire,” Latham implored, “but that our unity with the eastern half of the 
American continent be maintained by the means which the nation can so 
easily command.” 

Worries about secession in the Pacific West were another impetus for 
the measure. “From the geographical face of the country,’ New Hampshire 
Republican Thomas Edwards cautioned, “when the great region of the 
distant West shall have grown to the size to which it is rapidly tending, 
when it shall begin to feel its sense of independence, unless the relations 
between the East and West shall be the most perfect .. . the empire will 
be in danger of breaking, on the crest of the Rocky mountains.” Maine 
Republican Samuel Clement Fessenden added: “I take the ground that the 
war is an additional reason, and makes it still more imperative . . . that this 
railroad should be constructed. Why, sir, we hear time and again upon the 
floor of this House that there is imminent danger that a war with foreign 
nations may be involved in the issues of this civil war, and the question 
arises what, in such an emergency, is to become of the Pacific States?” 
Aaron A. Sargent, a California Republican, provided ample testimony on 
the threat of California secession: “The long isolation to which they will 
have been condemned by a failure to construct a Pacific railroad on the 
part of the Government, may entirely banish from their hearts all sympa- 
thy with this side of the Government. ... [W]e cling to the Union; but a 
generation will grow up there who know you not.”*° 

Hostility to slavery and fear that southerners would return to Congress 
formed another dimension of the wartime debate over the transcontinen- 
tal railroad. President Abraham Lincoln did not signal to his cabinet his 
intention to issue an emancipation proclamation until July 22, 1862, and 
he did not announce emancipation publicly until September. Before this 
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action, some congressional Republicans moved to strike against slavery. In 
August 1861, Congress passed the First Confiscation Act, freeing fugitive 
slaves who had been in the service of the Confederacy. In March and April 
1862, Congress began discussing a second confiscation act, which, when 
passed in July 1862, would emancipate slaves whose masters backed the 
Confederacy. The Pacific railroad debate proceeded concurrently in the 
spring of 1862 and displayed similarities to the other pieces of antislavery 
legislation. Indiana Republican Albert White argued: “I... hail the great 
Pacific measure as a salvatory measure, as a means by which we shall, as 
it were, outflank cottondom, and by which . . . we shall bind ourselves by 
a golden cord to the great Pacific.” Missouri Republican Francis P. Blair 
Jr. reminded his colleagues that “the opposition to the Pacific railroad bill 
came from a certain side of the House that was obnoxious to the East as 
well as the West,’ and that they had better act before the “southern men 
and disunionists” stalled the project again. Pennsylvania firebrand Thad- 
deus Stevens agreed, commenting: “When in process of time . . . our ami- 
able Government shall have restored the Constitution as it was, and shall 
have given to our warm embraces in Congress our well-beloved brethren, 
who have robed the nation and murdered our brothers[,]. . . we shall find 
them with the same arrogant, insolent dictation which we have clinged to 
for twenty years, forbidding the construction of a road that does not run 
along our southern border.” 

The House passed the Pacific Railroad Act 79 to 49 on May 6, 1862, 
and the Senate concurred on June 20, 1862, by a vote of 35 to 6. President 
Lincoln signed the bill on July 1. Union general and future chief engineer 
of the Union Pacific Railroad Grenville Dodge recalled that “Lincoln ad- 
vocated its passage and building, not only as a military necessity, but as a 
means of holding the Pacific Coast to the Union.” The name “Union Pacific 
Railway,’ Dodge added, had its origins in “the sentiment that the building 
of the railroad would hold the Union together.’ The Civil War Congress, 
motivated by the desire to halt slavery and build a West filled with white 
yeoman farmers, had succeeded where even Stephen Douglas had failed: 
in the creation of a transcontinental railroad. Cornelius Cole understood 
this point well. “The work of building the road,’ he recalled in his memoir, 
“had devolved upon the Republican party. The war, instead of impeding, 
added arguments in favor of its early completion . . . to unite more firmly 
our Pacific coast possessions with the Atlantic States.” Yet, as Cole later 
discovered, the railroad did not support small farmers in the West. Federal 
contracts provided opportunities for unprecedented graft and corruption. 
Railroad land grants created the very monopolies Cole and the Radicals 
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abhorred. But in the triumphal spirit of 1862, these problems resided in 
the future.” 

Similar to the Pacific railroad bill, Congress first contemplated 
creating land-grant colleges before the Civil War. Historians have cited 
several motivating influences for the land-grant college bill. First, the 
United States had a long history of granting land to states and corpora- 
tions for public works. Second, one scholar cites “the broadened social 
vision of certain educational leaders, and the growing class conscious- 
ness of farmer and labor groups.” Third, agricultural societies had long 
advocated vocational training to complement classical education. Yet 
unrecognized by most historians were concerns about continued agricul- 
tural sustainability or “improvement” in the face of widespread soil deple- 
tion in the North and South. Land-grant college advocates, from the late 
1850s until the bill’s passage in 1862, also argued that agricultural and 
mechanical schools benefited union and civilization by supporting stable 
farming communities. 

Vermont congressman Justin Smith Morrill introduced a bill on De- 
cember 14, 1857, “donating public lands to the several States and Terri- 
tories which may provide colleges for the benefit of agriculture and the 
mechanical arts.” Morrill had strong views on the evils of slavery and 
ignorance. He also came from a state suffering agricultural decline. As 
the scholar Paul Wallace Gates discovered, “one half the counties and 147 
towns out of 246 [in Vermont] lost population” in the decade before the 
Civil War. More radical than his quiet demeanor suggested, Morrill spent 
his time in Washington, D.C., with the vociferous Benjamin Wade, whom 
he nicknamed “Brave Old Ben,” and Thaddeus Stevens. Stevens used his 
biting wit to defend Morrill on the House floor. “Uncle” Thaddeus, as Mor- 
rill’s family called him, also enjoyed Justin’s son Jimmy, whom the Penn- 
sylvania Radical brought with him to congressional debates, raising the 
boy’s hand on important committee votes.** 

Above all else, concerns about agricultural decline and Henry Carey’s 
teachings motivated Morrill to introduce the bill. Opening debate on the 
measure in April 1858, Morrill borrowed from Carey in explaining that 
“the prosperity and happiness of a large and populous nation depend ... 
upon the division of the land into small parcels [and] the education of the 
proprietors of the soil.” Sarah T. Phillips, the only scholar to cite concerns 
about land use as a motivating factor behind the Land Grant College Act, 
explains that Carey inspired northerners like Morrill to believe that “small 
farms and improved agricultural methods would eventually replace the 
southern plantation system.” 
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Concerned with America’s unceasing thirst for more land and imperial 
conquests, Morrill continued: “Our agriculturists, as a whole, instead of 
seeking a higher cultivation, are extending their boundaries. . . . [I]f it 
be true that the common mode of cultivating the soil in all parts of our 
country is so defective as to make the soil poorer year by year, it is a most 
deplorable fact.” Citing several southern agricultural scientists and draw- 
ing from his own observations, Morrill noted the widespread evidence of 
soil exhaustion and a corresponding decline in productivity in the slave 
South. “In Virginia,” Morrill claimed, “the crop of tobacco in 1850, was less 
than that of 1840. ...[N Jo crop has proved more destructive to the fertil- 
ity of the soil than the tobacco crop. . . . Little has been done to elevate the 
character of Virginia farming, and Mount Vernon itself, losing the eye of 
its master, has lapsed into the general degeneracy.’ The vast lands to the 
West offered no succor. “We bring forth new States by the litter,’ Morrill 
said, with a touch of sarcasm, “and when we want more, like our Nor- 
man ancestors, we commit ‘grand larceny, and annex them. This progress 
seems wonderful, but with it appears the bitter fact that these new States 
in half a century . . . become depleted and stationary. This early maturity 
is followed by sudden barrenness.” He concluded: “The nation which tills 
the soil so as to leave it worse than they found it, is doomed to decay and 
degradation.”° 

A desire to promote union and civilization also motivated Morrill. From 
his overseas travels, the Vermont congressman had grown very sensitive 
to European impressions of America. “While we may be in advance of the 
civilized world in many of the useful arts,” he proclaimed, “it is a humili- 
ating fact that we are far in the rear of the best husbandry in Europe.” 
Morrill lamented: “Concerted effort is necessary to educate and elevate 
whole nations. That effort is being made abroad with governmental aid 
in the lead. Here in the ‘model Republic, where a free republican gov- 
ernment is installed to guard the general welfare, no such effort is being 
made.’ Democratic America needed to prove its merit in comparison with 
European monarchies. “All over the highest civilized parts of Europe we 
find the different Governments alive to the wants of agriculture,” he noted. 
“They have established ministers of instruction, model farms, experimen- 
tal farms, botanical gardens, colleges. . .. Young Americans should have 
some chance to study agriculture as a profession and be attracted to it as to 
a learned, liberal, and intellectual pursuit. Is it true, as our detractors as- 
sert, that science can flourish only under the patronage of royalty?” James 
Harlan, an Iowan Republican, agreed. Alluding to the lack of civilization 
in the slave South, he argued: “It may be that it is a blessing to Virginia 
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that she is now more largely represented by adult white people who are 
unable to read and write. .. . [I]t is a blessing, however, that the people 
of my State do not covet. They prefer a different condition of things. They 
prefer that the mind of the laborer should be developed.” 

Finally, Morrill believed that the colleges established under his bill 
would increase a romantic appreciation for nature and further scientific 
knowledge. These desires followed his personal interest in landscape ar- 
chitecture and agricultural permanence. The Vermonter enjoyed reading 
Sir Walter Scott and James Fenimore Cooper as a teenager. After becoming 
wealthy through a dry-goods business, Morrill built a cottage and garden 
based off the designs of renowned architect Andrew Jackson Downing. 
Downing had promoted an aesthetic appreciation of nature, picturesque 
architecture, and scientific farming. He not only instructed farmers on 
how to cultivate soil for many generations but also suggested that farms 
match their surrounding landscape. Furthermore, Morrill cultivated ties 
with George Perkins Marsh, a fellow Vermonter whose 1864 book, Man 
and Nature, was one of the first American works advocating conservation 
and forestry.** 

In defending the Land Grant College Act, Morrill explained the need 
“to test the natural capability of soils and the power of different fertilizers; 
the relative value of different grasses for flesh, fat, and milk-giving pur- 
poses; the comparative value of grain, roots, and hay, for wintering stock; 
the value of a bushel of corn, oats, peas, carrots, potatoes, or turnips, in 
pounds of beef, pork, or mutton; deep plowing as well as drainage.” He 
added: “These and many more, are questions of scientific interest even be- 
yond their economic importance.” As for aesthetics, Morrill claimed that 
the bill would “increase the loveliness of the American landscape” because 
“scientific culture is the sure precursor of order and beauty.’ Looking back 
in 1874 on the reasons he backed the bill, Morrill explained: “The very 
cheapness of our public lands . . . tended to a system of bad-farming or 
strip and waste of the soil . .. which would not be likely to be arrested 
except by more thorough and scientific knowledge of agriculture and by a 
higher education of those who were devoted to its pursuit.” 

Agricultural societies, farmers, and professors added their voices in 
favor of the bill. Jonathan Baldwin Turner, an antislavery professor at Il- 
linois College, blamed existing schools “for the pettifogging lawyers, politi- 
cal hacks, and sectarian bigots infesting the nation.” He thought that “the 
establishment of an industrial university would save young men from be- 
coming the ‘starving scavengers’ of a learned profession.” Turner secured 
the support of Illinois congressman Elihu B. Washburne, who backed 
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Morrill’s bill in the House. Bronson Murray, representing the “Fourth In- 
dustrial Convention of the State of Illinois,’ pointed out: “In monarchial 
Europe, through their polytechnic and agricultural schools, some success- 
ful effort has been made. . . . [B]ut in our democratic country, though 
entirely industrial and practical in all its aims and ends, no such effort has 
been efficiently made. ... [O Jur common schools are . . . inefficient and 
languishing.*° 

The Board of Education of the State of Michigan and the Michigan 
Faculty of the Agricultural College, two education groups, believed that 
a land-grant college bill would make free labor more dignified and lead 
to a higher civilization. Education, they claimed, was “inseparably con- 
nected with a system of labor.’ Agricultural colleges would “afford ample 
and thorough education of the student physically, morally, and intellec- 
tually; to ennoble the calling of agriculture, and teach men to increase 
the productions of the earth.” The group continued: “No more legitimate 
and no wiser disposition can be made of [the public lands] than for the 
instruction of men in multiplying the productions of the earth, and thus 
conducing to their comfort, prosperity, and higher civilization.” Alexander 
W. Randall, governor of Wisconsin from 1858 to 1862, compared agricul- 
tural colleges to farmer’s clubs and lyceums, which met “once each week 
during the winter season” for “lectures, readings from agricultural works 
and papers, discussions, and a mutual interchange of opinions.”*" 

In 1857 both the Senate and the House passed the Land Grant College 
Act by slim majorities over southern opposition. Slave-state representa- 
tives had opposed the bill on the grounds that free public schools would be 
foisted upon the South, threatening slavery. If the bill was passed, Virgin- 
ian James M. Mason surmised, “[w]Jould it not be in the power of a ma- 
jority in Congress to fasten upon the southern States that peculiar system 
of free schools in the New England States which I believe would tend .. . 
to destroy that peculiar character which I am happy to believe belongs to 
the great mass of the southern people.’ Mason was likely pleased when 
President James Buchanan vetoed the bill. The Pennsylvanian rejected 
the bill on constitutional grounds, arguing: “Congress does not possess the 
power to appropriate money in the Treasury, raised by taxes on the people 
of the United States, for the purpose of educating the people of the respec- 
tive States. . .. Should Congress exercise such a power, this would be to 
break down the barriers which have been so carefully constructed in the 
Constitution to separate Federal from state authority.’ The Montgomery, 
Alabama, Daily Confederation, associating the measure with Republicans, 
lauded the president's veto “of a very obnoxious piece of legislation.” 
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The Republicans tried to pass an agricultural college bill again in May 
1862. Morrill’s friend, Ohioan Benjamin Wade, introduced the legislation 
to the Senate on May 2. Morrill had made three changes. First, recogniz- 
ing the effectiveness of the Confederacy’s military academies in produc- 
ing skilled officers, Morrill mandated that military tactics be a required 
subject at new land-grant colleges. Second, he excluded states in rebellion 
from receiving the benefits of the act. Finally, he increased the size of the 
grant, donating 30,000 acres of federal land per senator and representa- 
tive for the construction of colleges. Unlike in the late 1850s, disagreement 
over the second bill centered on whether it would limit the effectiveness of 
the Homestead Act, which was being debated concurrently, and whether 
it would take away too much land from new states. Morrill responded 
to these claims by asserting that without education, land was “at best a 
bauble, and often a curse” to future homesteaders. He also claimed that 
colleges could end wasteful farming techniques, increasing the value of 
land in new territories. The bill passed both houses of Congress with ease. 
Abraham Lincoln signed it on July 1, 1862.” 

Included in Morrill’s original agricultural college bill was a reference 
to an “agricultural department of the patent office.” As opponent James 
Mason astutely noted in 1858, no such department existed in the U.S. gov- 
ernment, though the nongovernmental United States Agricultural Society 
had long agitated for one. Morrill had intended the department to work 
with the new colleges in diffusing agricultural knowledge, following Henry 
Carey’s dictum “to secure knowledge and profit and dignity to agriculture” 
through “the application of science.” On April 27, 1860, Ohio Republican 
John Carey introduced a similar bill establishing an agricultural division 
of the Department of the Interior. This division aimed to disseminate the 
most productive crop varieties, soil-fertilization techniques, and technol- 
ogy to American farmers.** 

In introducing the bill, John Carey used the language of union, civiliza- 
tion, and proper land use to call for its passage. “It is well known to every 
man upon this floor,’ he began, “who has reflected for one moment, that 
agriculture lies at the foundation of civilization, and of all other interests 
of the country.’ Quoting Daniel Webster, the Ohioan continued: “With- 
out cultivation of the earth, [man] is a roaming barbarian.” Connecting 
civilization with agricultural permanence, Carey argued that farmers 
needed to educate their children in “the culture of the soil” to develop set- 
tled communities in the West. Slavery, however, “was degrading to [the] 
white man who works,” threatening farmers’ interests in new territories. 
Carey was proud “of being a farmer—a laborer.” He despised “the man who 
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will declare that labor is disgraceful. It is blasphemy. God said that man 
should earn his bread by the sweat of his brow.” A department of agricul- 
ture would aid the workingman instead of the lazy planter. Slavery also 
challenged the Union that Carey prized. “Now,” he asked, “supposing that, 
on the subject of this disturbing question of slavery, the South should 
secede. .. . [T]hat very moment will the grandeur and magnificence 
that have been portrayed in such glittering and glowing terms fade away, 
and we will become a ruined, broken down, and destroyed nation.” The 
government needed to focus on improving agriculture and dignifying free 
labor to save the nation from destruction.* 

Though Carey’s bill failed, Republican congressmen, agricultural soci- 
eties, and government bureaucrats continued to call for the creation of an 
agency that promoted agriculture. In early 1861, the patent office urged 
private agricultural societies to have “a more intimate Union and a more 
decided cooperation on their part with the general government in the 
great work of agricultural improvement.” Many, including the Philadel- 
phia Horticultural Society, agreed and urged that the government expand 
its agricultural activities. The U.S. Agricultural Society recommended 
“the establishment of a department of agriculture by the government” in 
January 1861. One New England farmer believed that such a government 
department would encourage more young men to take up farming as a 
profession, thus avoiding “eminently artificial” city life. Men could find 
“true happiness . . . busying themselves in the advancement of the sci- 
ence of agriculture.” He explained: “The science of agriculture, or book 
farming, is now becoming the guide, and the true one, to all desirous of 
improving.”46 

On February 17, 1862, Radical Illinois Republican congressman Owen 
Lovejoy introduced a bill to create a Department of Agriculture as a “dis- 
tinct bureau,” which differed from previous suggestions. While lacking 
a cabinet position, the department would function as an independent 
agency separate from the Patent Office or the Department of the Interior. 
Primarily, Lovejoy believed that the scientific knowledge disseminated 
by the department—later known as the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA)—would prevent agricultural decline and restore exhausted land. 
According to Lovejoy, the land between the Mississippi River and the Si- 
erra Nevada was uninhabitable. Americans could not solve soil exhaustion 
simply by moving West. “The laws,” he asserted, “which control the opera- 
tions of nature in the productions of the earth are so uniform that we need 
only to know them to calculate with approximate exactness the result of 
our toil.” Scientists in an agricultural department could determine “the 
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nature of different soils, to which particular crops they have special or 
peculiar adaptation, the amount and character of nutriment abstracted 
from the soil by any particular crop,’ and “the adipose and muscular tis- 
sue which the different grasses, cereals, and vegetables will place upon 
the beeves, swine and sheep.” Armed with this knowledge, farmers could 
improve their “modes of culture” and bring back land “to its pristine vigor.” 
After all, he concluded, “we cannot for very many years depend upon virgin 
soils, and must look to some mode of restoring or retaining their original 
strength and productiveness.”*” 

Lovejoy’s bill passed the House by a large majority—122 to 7—on 
February 17, 1862. The Country Gentleman and Cultivator, an agricultural 
magazine, called for the Senate’s agreement. An agricultural department, 
the magazine claimed, would “be of incalculable good to the agricultural 
portion of the people of the United States.” The Cultivator urged “farmers 
from every part of the country . . . to suggest to their senators the great 
importance of this bill, and the necessity of putting it forward.’ Indiana 
war Democrat Joseph Albert Wright argued that the establishment of the 
Department of Agriculture would strengthen the Union and help crush the 
rebellion. “The great agricultural interests of the Union underlie its pros- 
perity,’ Wright explained. The United States depended upon agricultural 
exports for revenue and good relations with foreign countries. Exported 
breadstuffs, he highlighted, “saved us from national bankruptcy, enabling 
us to fill the warehouses of Liverpool, Havre, and Bremen with wheat and 
corn ... aiding us to crush the rebellion.” Wright concluded: “Hence the 
great importance of proper legislation upon this subject at this time.” The 
USDA could also prove the viability of democratic government. “The object 
of a democratic Government is the regulation of the public affairs of the 
country in accordance with the wishes of the people,’ Wright proclaimed. 
“[T Jhe scientific investigation of our national resources, for example, is a 
matter affecting the very foundation of our national greatness and prosper- 
ity.” European nations had agricultural schools and colleges, Wright elabo- 
rated. Why not America? Despite a few objections in the Senate that only 
elite farmers could appreciate scientific agriculture, the bill passed 25 to 13. 
Abraham Lincoln signed it into law on May 20, 1862.** 

Although the creation of the USDA received some notice by agricultural 
publications like the Country Gentleman and Cultivator, the general public 
paid much closer attention to the Homestead Act. As discussed in the first 
chapter, Democrats initially championed homestead measures to aid small 
farmers in the West. Democrats believed that westward expansion aided 
by government land grants allowed for republican liberty and prevented 


Land-Development Politics and the Civil War 93 


feudalism. Whigs argued for what one historian calls a “controlled and 
gradual development” of the West, where settled communities and agri- 
cultural production complemented the nation’s manufacturing industries. 
After the Mexican-American War, however, Free-Soilers began promoting 
a homestead bill as a means of settling the West with free white farmers in- 
stead of slaves. By and large, southern Democrats—much to the chagrin of 
southern homestead advocate Andrew Johnson—began opposing the bill 
for the exact same reason. Historian Daniel Feller notes that “Americans 
stopped perceiving [homestead promotion] as a land question and began 
treating it as a slavery question.” In truth, the relationship between slavery 
and land development was at the heart of the debate.*® 

Andrew Johnson tried throughout the 1850s to pass a homestead bill. 
His last attempt, during the Thirty-Sixth Congress of March 1859 to March 
1861, foundered on free-state and slave-state discord. Alfred O. P. Nichol- 
son, a Tennessee Democrat and senator, warned his colleague: “I cannot 
shut my eyes to the fact, that the public domain, to be peopled under the 
operation of this bill [the Homestead Act], is inevitably destined to be free 
territory.’ He elaborated: “I am bound, further, to know that every new 
State thus formed and admitted into the Confederacy, will increase the 
preponderance of political power against the South. . . . [I ]f the sectional 
spirit that now predominates in the free States shall then prevail, an at- 
tempt will be made to destroy the institution of slavery.’ Louis Wigfall, a 
cantankerous Texas Democrat, made a similar point. “The whole object 
of this thing is sectional,’ he proclaimed. “It is to free-soil the Territory. 
Massachusetts . . . has organized a society to fill up Kansas with a free-soil 
population. Having kept that up until Kansas has ceased to bleed or free- 
dom to shriek, now comes in this homestead bill.”®° 

James Mason, the Virginia senator who opposed the land-grant college 
bill, asserted that the object of the Republican Party’s homestead bill was 
“to get the control of this Government, that they may act directly on the 
condition of African bondage in the southern States.” Democratic senators 
Robert W. Johnson of Arkansas and James S. Green of Missouri added 
their voices. “I do not entertain any respect for this homestead bill?’ John- 
son said. “I believe it to be a mere abolition measure.” Green concurred, 
stating: “If, unfortunately . . . this bill should ever be enacted into a law, it 
will result as a monopoly in the hands of Eli Thayer and such men, sending 
out the creatures of their emigrant aid societies. . . . [I]t will be a means 
of abolition.” The Missourian even threatened secession if the bill passed, 
warning: “There is a point beyond which even the South, humble as we 
are... will not go; there may come some event to make us take a stand.” 
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Republicans gave credence to the southerners’ charges, angering 
Andrew Johnson, who hoped for bisectional compromise. Republicans 
argued that the measure would improve land cultivation and prevent the 
expansion of slavery, thus safeguarding the Union and extending civiliza- 
tion westward. Minnesota Republican Morton Wilkinson argued that fur- 
nishing land to western immigrants would bind them to the United States. 
When given land, pioneers would “pitch their tents, build their houses, 
brLeak] up and improve the soil, and open the broad acres to occupancy 
and culture.” They, Wilkinson asserted, furnished “a more sure and per- 
fect protection to our western frontier than can be given by all the armed 
soldiers along the borderline. Coming mostly from the different States of 
the Union, they bring with them a deep and permanent attachment to the 
institutions of our country.” He continued: “Open up your domain to him 
[the settler], give him a home out of the vast abundance of your lands, and 
you will have found the surest method for the perpetuation of your Gov- 
ernment.” Providing homesteads also furthered civilization by encourag- 
ing people to settle in fixed communities. Men would build “schoolhouse 
and churches . . . establish roads, and construct bridges; in short... start 
and create everything that is essential and necessary to the happiness of 
a civilized people.” John Parker Hale, the New Hampshire Republican, 
agreed: “We in New England are, and have been, the great bee-hive of this 
country; we have a small territory; we have a sterile soil; we have a severe 
climate; but against all these we have contended, and we have sent out 
from the beginning of our history our young men, and they have carried 
with them the principles of civilization, of liberty, of knowledge, and of 
science.”®? 

In the last quote, Hale alluded to the belief that scientific cultivation 
and hardworking small landowners could create agricultural prosperity 
even in areas of “sterile soil” and “severe climate.’ James Rood Doolittle, a 
Republican senator from Racine, Wisconsin, gave more testimony on this 
point. Doolittle attacked large plantation agriculture, blaming slavery for 
ruining land. Only free landowners owning small plots of land could man- 
age the soil for multiple generations. In the debate on the homestead law, 
Doolittle relayed his observations of George Washington’s Mount Vernon: 
“Plantation cultivation with slaves has done its work. The laws of nature 
asserted their supremacy. Everything fell into decay; and within the last 
ten years ... that very church, which cost Washington so much labor to lo- 
cate and to erect, ha[s] become a stable for cows and oxen: the country all 
around it growing up to those pine barrens where the very wolves are re- 
turning to howl.” Doolittle said that this example showed that “the system 
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of slave labor” and the “cultivation of the lands in large estates” exhausted 
soil and transformed beautiful farmland into wilderness. Mocking south- 
ern opposition, Doolittle invited slave owners to Wisconsin, where they 
could compare “happy homes filled with brave sons and blooming daugh- 
ters, with well-tilled fields and orchards and gardens, to the broad un- 
cultivated wastes” of the slave South. Doolittle also parroted Hinton R. 
Helper’s arguments, explaining that he supported the homestead measure 
because “it will enable the poor non-slaveholding white men of the slave 
States to escape from the crushing burden” of slavery. The speech left An- 
drew Johnson muttering, “All at once, it has got a ‘nigger’ in it—slavery has 
crept into the question.” 

Despite southern opposition, the Republicans passed the Homestead 
Act in the spring of 1860 by a vote of 114 to 66 in the House. Eighty-one 
Republicans voted for the measure, as well as 29 northern Democrats. All 
the “nay” votes came from slave states, with the exception of one William 
Montgomery, who, as a Kansas newspaper explained, “voteled] against 
granting the boon of a Homestead to the poor man, in order to gain favor 
with the South.” The paper suggested sending the Pennsylvania Democrat 
“back to that obscurity from which he never ought to have emerged.” The 
Georgia Weekly Telegraph interpreted the bill’s passage as a sign of free 
labor’s weakness: “We look upon the bill as one of the worst and most fatal 
achievements of abolitionism—it will amount in the end to supporting 
Northern pauperism out of the National Treasury.’ While in the North, 
“all is strife and antagonism,’ in the South, “all is harmony—servants never 
so valuable—never so well cared for—never more contented and happy; 
masters never so prosperous.”** 

President James Buchanan rejected the bill on June 22, 1860. Bu- 
chanan quoted large passages from his veto of the agricultural college bill. 
First, Congress did not have the power to make donations of land to states 
and individuals. Second, Buchanan argued that the “offer of free farms 
would probably have a powerful effect in encouraging emigration from 
States like Illinois, Tennessee, and Kentucky, to the west of the Mississippi 
and could not fail to reduce the price of property within their limits.” The 
president concluded with a mysterious warning that the bill “will go far to 
demoralize the people, and repress [the] noble spirit of independence. It 
may introduce among them those pernicious social theories which have 
proved so disastrous in other countries.” He may have been referring to 
socialist promotion of agrarian communes or the potential for abolitionist 
ideas to enter the South. Indiana Republican George Julian asserted that 
Buchanan vetoed the bill “at the bidding of his Southern masters; and the 
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friends of the policy had learned in the struggle of a dozen years that its 
success was not possible while slavery ruled the government.”** 

When the Republicans secured a majority in Congress following the 
1860 election and the South’s secession, they gained an opportunity to 
pass a homestead bill. Wisconsin’s Republican Senator, John Fox Potter, 
explained on December 4, 1861, that “no bill . . . will come before this 
Congress at its present session of more importance than this homestead 
bill.” Just as in the previous debates, Republicans defended the measure by 
making explicit links between proper land use and the ideal social struc- 
ture. George Julian argued that Union veterans could help establish civi- 
lization in the West by taking advantage of the homestead bill. The bill 
promoted small farms “tilled by their occupants, who will build villages, 
school houses, and churches, and establish free homes and organized 
civil communities in the wilderness.” Pennsylvania Republican Galusha 
A. Grow, the speaker of the House, added: “While we provide with open 
hand for the soldier on the tented field, let us not heap unnecessary bur- 
dens upon these heroes of the garret, the workshop, and the wilderness 
home. They have borne your eagles in triumph from ocean to ocean, and 
spanned the continent with great empires of free states, built on the ruins 
of savage life. Such are the men whom the homestead policy would save.”*® 

William S. Holman, a war Democrat from Indiana who voted with Re- 
publicans on land policy, believed that the Homestead Act would make 
the Union stronger by cultivating a society of small farmers in the West. 
“In my judgment,” he said, “the policy of applying the public lands in such 
manner as to increase the number of independent farmers, of secure and 
independent homesteads, decentralizing and diffusing the wealth of the 
nation, is of the very first importance; vital, indeed, to the ultimate stabil- 
ity of the Republic.” Holman blamed slaveholding aristocrats for start- 
ing the war. Diffusing wealth and land ownership would prevent further 
upheaval. “The greatest of the English statesmen finds the causes of in- 
ternal war, seditions and factions organized against the Government,’ he 
explained, “in the centralization of the wealth, and especially the lands 
of a nation, destroying the interest of the people in the stability of the 
nation. . .. Instead of baronial possessions, let us facilitate the increase of 
independent homesteads.” The Indianan also worried that if the North 
failed to reunite the nation and provide for widespread material plenty, 
“the monarchists and aristocrats of the world would [exult] .. . that the 
government of the many was inconsistent with the nature of man.” 

Wartime contingencies also had a large influence on the homestead 
debate. In late 1861 and early 1862, some Republicans urged rapid passage 
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of the law to strike against slavery before emancipation and before 
southerners returned to Congress. Their statements show how questions 
of land development and slavery were intertwined. “We know the source 
of opposition to this bill,” John Fox Potter reminded his colleagues. “We 
know from whence has proceeded such opposition heretofore. It is from 
the very men who are now engaged in a wicked rebellion against this Gov- 
ernment ... that is the class of people who are opposed to the adoption of 
this policy.” George Julian believed that slavery caused the rebellion. He 
warned: “The mere suppression of this rebellion will be an empty mock- 
ery of our suffering and sacrifices, if slavery shall be spared to canker the 
heart of the nation anew, and repeat its diabolical deeds.” The homestead 
bill, Julian claimed, “recognizes the inalienable rights of the people and 
the dignity of labor, and thus brands the slave power as no act of the na- 
tion ever did before.” Homesteads would also end land monopoly, which 
Julian believed was another cause of secession. The Indianan argued that 
the Confederacy was a “rebellious aristocracy founded on the monopoly of 
land and the ownership of Negroes.”** 

Samuel Pomeroy gave the lengthiest argument in favor of a homestead 
bill, believing that the legislation benefited union and civilization by chang- 
ing land-use practices. Large landowners, especially absentees, prevented 
the growth of civilization. “The greatest curse to a new country,’ Pomeroy 
stated, “is to have large tracts of unoccupied lands held by non-residents 
and non-occupants. It retards the growth of a community, paralyzes its in- 
dustry, delays internal improvements, [and] forbids a general system of 
free schools . . . tending to produce a worse state of things than in Europe.” 
He wanted to open America’s doors and lands to people suffering under Eu- 
ropean aristocracy—including eastern Europeans and those with dark skin 
color. “I am,” Pomeroy declared, “for opening these lands for the landless of 
every nation under heaven... ‘no matter if he may have roamed the wilds of 
Siberia, or have been burned by a vertical sun’ To me he is an American, if 
he... yields himself joyfully to the molding influence of American civiliza- 
tion.” Donating land to yeomen farmers also ensured loyalty to the govern- 
ment. The Kansan explained, “As surely you provide for a man comfortably 
to support himself, so surely you enable him to support your government.” 
Small farms, he continued, “of a quarter section of land each will greatly 
promote the wealth, strength and glory of the Republic.” Land ownership 
also provided an incentive for increased, sustainable agricultural produc- 
tion. Pomeroy proclaimed, referring to western settlers: “I ask senators, 
shall we hesitate longer about giving a homestead to such a people? They 
have conquered an empire and subdued it to civilization. .. . [T]hey have 


98 Land-Development Politics and the Civil War 


made the waste places glad, the silent prairie vocal, the wilderness a fruit- 
ful field, and the ‘desert to bud and blossom like a rose.” He recalled that 
in Kansas, free settlers reclaimed land “rich as the valley of Nile” from the 
“blighting influence of human slavery.’ 

Pomeroy also maintained that homesteads under the control of free 
white men prevented slave owners from moving West. At the time, Pome- 
roy probably had no idea that Lincoln would issue the Emancipation Proc- 
lamation. He worried that “marauding rebels” could invade and conquer 
the lands west of the Mississippi. Free-soil settlers provided a better guar- 
antee than congressional prohibitions that the territories would be free 
from slavery: “I declare, to-day, in the American Senate that to secure a 
country to freedom forever, I would prefer to have this homestead bill en- 
acted into a law and extended to the whole public domain, than to reenact 
the ordinance of 1787 [the Northwest Ordinance ].” Recalling his violent 
clashes with slaveholders in the 1850s, Pomeroy declared: “Freedom was 
secured in Kansas by being planted in the soil, set to growing upon each 
quarter section of land that we were able to hold, and made permanent as 
the homesteads were secured.” Comparing Native Americans to Confeder- 
ates, Pomeroy argued that a homestead act would safeguard western set- 
tlers from both enemies. “The savage on the one side, or the traitor on the 
other,” he stated, “will never invade his [the homesteader’s ] quarters.” The 
Kansan concluded: “Slavery has had its day and run its course . . . neither 
Congress, the press, or the pulpit will ever come again to the rescue.” 

Republicans also believed that the homestead bill established agricul- 
ture as the predominant American enterprise. Minnesota representative 
William Windom explained that America was “an agricultural nation” 
that achieved prosperity through “the products of the soil.” Pomeroy ar- 
gued that the “speedy settlement of the country by actual occupants of 
the land, though they be ‘small-fisted farmers’ taking a homestead . . . 
will produce more revenue to the country, and vastly more increase its 
wealth and productiveness.” Real wealth, Pomeroy elaborated, “consists 
in flocks and herds, cultivated fields, in well-paid labor, and well-directed 
energy.’ The Farmer's Cabinet, a New Hampshire newspaper, proclaimed 
that the Homestead Act and Pacific Railroad Act together would further 
“the material interests of a great nation” by opening up more land to farm- 
ing and development. Indiana Republican Schuyler Colfax believed that 
a homestead bill would allow the urban poor to become wealthy yeomen 
“by giving them independent freeholds . . . to rear families in habits of 
industry and frugality, which form the real elements of national greatness 
and power.’”®! 
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The House and Senate passed the Homestead Act by large majorities in 
the middle of May 1862. President Lincoln signed it into law on May 20, 
1862. A constituent wrote to George W. Julian thanking him for backing 
the measure. “It seems to me that the measure is the grandest & most 
Statesmanlike that has ever been carried through the Congress of the 
United States,” the man noted. “Indeed, I may say through any legisla- 
tive body on the globe.” Others believed the act could serve as a model 
for transforming southern society after the war, again linking land use to 
social structure. Abolitionist and feminist Lydia Maria Child “observed 
with anxiety” in the spring of 1864 “that large tracts of Southern confis- 
cated lands were being bought by Northern capitalists.” Child thought that 
“they ought to be mainly distributed among the emancipated slaves and 
the poor whites who will consent to become loyal.’ She concluded: “Wealth 
arising from the cultivation of the soil is what we must rely upon.” The Pa- 
cific Railroad, the Land Grant College Act, the creation of the USDA, and 
the passage of the homestead bill all reflected the Republican vision of an 
agrarian society of small landholders—the opposite of the slave South. 

While Republican congressmen and senators cited poor southern land- 
use practices during debates over wartime legislation, what did average 
soldiers believe? Did the common Civil War soldier from the North have 
a negative impression of agriculture under slavery? Did they agree with 
Republican proscriptions for change? The answer to these questions is 
yes: in wartime diaries and regimental histories, soldiers argued that the 
Confederacy had wasteful and decrepit landscapes. These landscapes, 
soldiers believed, created a barbaric society. Tying the appearance of the 
South’s urban environment to the level of civilization, soldiers cited the 
disheveled abodes, low literacy rates, scattered settlements, and filthy hab- 
its as “proof” of the Confederacy’s barbarism. Influenced by antislavery 
writings criticizing poor farming practices on rural plantations, soldiers 
also believed that slavery destroyed the land, leaving it permanently unfit 
for cultivation. Moreover, the large landholdings of slave plantations cre- 
ated an oligarchy hostile to American democracy. Soldiers believed that 
slaveholders were lazy aristocrats, hostile to free institutions, free white 
men, and prosperous farming communities. Southern people, both white 
and black, could only be incorporated into the Union if they adopted the 
small-scale farms prevalent in the North.* 

Soldiers who focused on the detrimental effects of slavery on agri- 
culture tended to be white; black soldiers, who joined the army in the 
middle of the war, emphasized the moral evils of slavery itself. “What is 
the colored men fighting for? ]” one African American soldier asked in 
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September 1863. “[I]f the war makes us free we are happy to hear it[.] 
And when we are free men and a people we will fight for our rights and 
liberty[; ] we care nothing about the union.” For many, the fight became 
personal. Spotswood Rice had a dire warning for his former mistress: “I 
want you remembor this one thing, that the longor you keep my child 
from me the longor you will have to burn in hell and the qwicer youll get 
their for we are now making up a bout one thoughsand black troops to 
Come up.’ Rice planned to rescue his children from the woman. “I expect 
to get them,” he asserted, “and when I get ready to come .. . I will have 
bout a powrer and authority to bring hear away and to exacute vengen- 
cens on them that holds my Child.” Yet black soldiers often tied abolition 
to preserving the Union. A sergeant explained the link between the two. 
“We are fighting for liberty and right and we intend to follow the old 
flag while there is a man left to hold it up to the breeze of heaven,’ he 
remarked. “Slavery must and shall pass away.’ Wearing a blue uniform 
also brought respectability. Elijah Maars recalled: “I felt like a man with 
a uniform on and a gun in my hand. .. . I felt freedom in my bones.” 
Still others saw paths to small-scale land ownership and education in the 
army. Sergeant Prince Rivers of the 33rd U.S. Colored Infantry organized 
an association to buy land. “Every colored man will be a slave,’ Rivers ex- 
plained, “and feel himself a slave until he can raise him own bale of cotton 
and put his own mark on it.%* 

Much Civil War scholarship has focused on whether U.S. soldiers fo- 
cused more on preserving the Union or ending slavery. Chandra Manning 
argues that “few white Northerners initially joined the Union rank and file 
specifically to stamp out slavery . .. yet the shock of war itself and soldiers’ 
interactions with slaves, who in many cases were the first black people 
northern men had ever met, changed Union troops’ minds fast.” Gary 
Gallagher disagrees, emphasizing that throughout the war, Union sol- 
diers “believed victory over the slaveholders confirmed the nation, made 
it stronger in the absence of slavery’s pernicious influence, set the stage 
for the country’s continuing growth and vitality, and kept a democratic 
beacon shining in a world dominated by aristocrats and monarchs.” With 
the exception of African American soldiers, detailed above, the division 
is overly schismatic. Antislavery beliefs blended with passionate feelings 
about the Union, but these beliefs, by and large, were not abolitionist in 
nature. Northern soldiers hated slave owners far more than they sympa- 
thized with those enslaved. Most important, the debate has prevented his- 
torians from taking a closer look at how negative impressions of southern 
landscapes influenced opinions about both the Union and slavery.® 
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George W. Driggs of the 8th Wisconsin Volunteer Infantry provides 
a perfect example of a soldier vehemently opposed to emancipation but 
holding passionate views about union and the evils of slave agriculture. 
“We are fighting,” Driggs wrote in December 1861, “for a great and glorious 
cause—for the maintenance of right, and for the best Government that ever 
was framed.” He had nothing but scorn for rebels. Writing in July 1862, 
Driggs wrote to his family from “the land of secession and rebellion—of 
lizards, snakes, and varmints, by the million—of silly, sneaking, men of 
puny cast, who stroll about our camps unfearful of arrest.” Abolitionists, 
however, were no better. “Where are they?” Driggs asked, then answered: 
“At home by their firesides, praying for the immortal nigger. ... They are 
doing their utmost to make slavery the issue of this war. We do not propose 
to interfere with slavery.” When camped on the border between Missouri 
and Arkansas, Driggs gave his opinion on the southern environment: “I 
would not give the poorest farm in Wisconsin for the whole country we 
have passed through on our march, for farming purposes, and be obliged 
to live here.’ 

The polar opposite of Driggs on emancipation was abolitionist James 
T. Miller, a private in the 111th Pennsylvania Infantry. A poor farmer from 
rural Pennsylvania, Miller saw action at the Battles of Gettysburg, Cedar 
Mountain, and Chancellorsville prior to dying in 1864 at the Battle of 
Peachtree Creek. Miller expressed an intense moral hatred of slavery. “I 
dont want to see peace,” he wrote in Virginia, “until every slave in the reble 
states is free[; ] it is the most abominable institution the world ever saw.” 
He elaborated: “I tel you that Uncle Tom’s cabin bad as it was fel far short 
of portraying the evils of slavery in as bad a light as they realy exist. . . . 
[T ]wo years of war have made more Abolitionists than the lectures of 
Wend Philips and Gerit Smith and Wm Loyd Garison would have made 
in one hundred years.” Yet, just like Driggs, Miller also commented on 
the evils of slave agriculture. Both men believed in the Union and in the 
inefficiency of southern farms. “After we got into Kentucky,’ Miller wrote 
in October 1863, “the effects of slavery and the rebellion began to show 
themselves in the destruction of fences [and] burnt buildings and the 
curse of slavery could be seen in the whole of large plantations gro[w Jing 
up to brush and weeds.” Similar to Frederick Law Olmsted, Miller believed 
that the soil was naturally fertile but had been left undeveloped because of 
slavery: “The country although it shows every simtom of being naturally a 
fertile one looks desolate and forsaken[; ] there [is] not a particle of fence 
to be seen for miles.” Soldiers in the 150th Pennsylvania Volunteers offered 
similar sentiments. They penned a resolution on March 11, 1863, stating: 
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“We believe that ‘fighting for Southern rights’ means nothing more than 
warring for the extension of slavery, which we regard alike as a curse to the 
land, and a great moral wrong.” 

Most Union soldiers had beliefs on slavery and emancipation that were 
in between the ideological extremes of Miller and Driggs. Just as with these 
two men, however, one of the themes uniting northerners fighting in the 
war was a harsh view of the southern environment and slave agriculture. 
J. C. Williams of the 14th Vermont Infantry proclaimed that the “preserva- 
tion of this Union is one of the noblest things to fight for. Not anywhere in 
the annals of the past ages do we find a government founded upon such 
liberal principles.” When this pro-Union soldier entered Virginia, how- 
ever, he was struck by its physical appearance: “The dirty, filthy condition 
of the streets of Alexandria is not only discoverable in all Southern cities, 
but exhibits very plainly the blighting effects of slavery.’ The Vermonter 
hated slavery, in part, for its effects on the land and the white people of 
the South. Slavery “impoverished the land, and reduced the people to the 
lowest state of misery and degradation, and has at last culminated in this 
wicked rebellion.”® 

Richard Eddy of the 60th New York Infantry made similar criticisms of 
both the built and natural environments of Virginia. Traveling with a fel- 
low soldier in Fairfax County, Eddy noted: “All we saw, seemed like a barren 
waste. Some negroes we met thought it was very good land, however, for 
‘they could raise two barrels of corn on an acre!’” Stafford Court House, in 
Stafford County, Virginia, seemed to decay under slavery. “Stafford Court 
House,” Eddy observed, “is one of the ugliest-appearing places one could 
ask to see. Settled in 1660, it appears to have had no improvements for at 
least a century. The Court House is a tumble-down and filthy building, and 
the jail, which stands in the middle of the road, is a miserable two-story 
affair, built of rough stone.” He continued: “The lower story is occupied by 
hogs, and the upper is reached by stairs from the outside.” Eddy connected 
this grim scene to the soil exhaustion found on the county’s farms. “With 
but one exception,” he explained, “the few surrounding dwellings are of 
somewhat similar appearance, and, like the soil, are worn out.’® 

John C. Myers of the 192nd Pennsylvania Volunteers thought that while 
pretty, the southern countryside was being crushed by slavery. “The coun- 
try surrounding camp is very pretty,’ Myers wrote upon entering Maryland 
in late July 1863, “but every foot of it exhibits the blighting and destructive 
presence of the defunct ‘peculiar institution’ Barren fields are everywhere 
visible—scarcely a garden patch has sufficient growth in it to feed an or- 
dinary grasshopper. The soil is worn out, having been planted for years 
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without manure; even the cattle seem half starved, and these are of the 
poorest stock. Agriculture is in its most primitive state.” Myers hoped that 
with the destruction of slavery, the “land and this people [were ] were soon 
to be released from the misery and darkness which has rested upon them 
for a century.’ If slavery disappeared, “civilization would soon dawn.” The 
men of the 192nd Regiment were also proud of their background as farm- 
ers. The commander of the regiment gave a speech that Myers deemed 
important enough to record. Colonel Ferguson “remarked that they were 
farmers, an honorable calling which they had still more ennobled as sol- 
diers for the defense of their government. . . . [T]hey had shown the world 
that farmers could be soldiers.” 

Myers believed that free farmers—like the men in his regiment—could 
make the fertile southern environment prosper. While in Virginia, he ob- 
served that “slavery has kept all these vast resources, the bountiful gifts from 
the hands of Providence, in their primitive obscurity, contenting itself with 
working the soil on the surface to death with unpaid labor, while the still 
more valuable product was neglected and remained undisturbed below.’ The 
arrival of the Union army and the destruction of slavery offered opportuni- 
ties for renewal. “The horses, mules, cattle, swine, and live stock generally,’ 
the Pennsylvanian farmer wrote, “which once so plentifully abounded on all 
these extensive plantations, have disappeared. The fields have .. . fallen into 
the original state of nature which they were found.” He was ecstatic about 
the future. Myers proclaimed: “Who can realize the greatness of the free 
South, —her millions of acres of untouched, virgin lands, monopolized by a 
small fraction of slaveholders . . . set free and open to the industry of all?” 

Sergeant E. J. Hart of the 40th Illinois Infantry celebrated that his com- 
pany was composed mostly of small farmers. Of the 104 men in Hart’s 
company, he listed eighty-nine as being farmers. While en route to fight- 
ing, Hart took note of the “intelligent farmer” in the fields of the North 
who furnished their brethren “with all the necessary supplies.” However, 
the large farms of the South produced an “aristocracy.” This “southern ar- 
istocracy,’ imbibed with the “spirit of rebellion,” was determined to de- 
stroy the “noblest Government on earth.” Even though Hart saw a lot of 
“beautiful farming country” in the South and “fine mansions,” he observed 
that the “farm improvements did not wear the same neatness of our pretty 
western farms.” Like Myers, Hart was hopeful for the future of the South. 
Hart wrote down a speech where an officer told the men of the 40th Il- 
linois that “you should remember these farms are all to be cultivated, and 
may assist in augmenting our national wealth, when this cruel Rebellion 
is crushed.” 
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Another Illinoisan, J. R. Kinnear of the 86th Illinois Volunteer Infantry, 
openly mocked southern farming practices. “Farming in the Southern 
States,” he noted while serving under General William T. Sherman, “is 
carried on in a very simple and seeming ignorant style. One could not 
refrain from laughing at their oddity in agricultural pursuits. They are 
a great many years behind the North in this respect, as well as in many 
others.” He elaborated: “The improvements are usually very poor, with 
but few conveniences.” The southerners Kinnear met reacted with aston- 
ishment when the Union soldiers told “them we break our ground with 
two horses, plow our corn with a plow on which we can ride; that one 
man can tend forty acres and raise forty bushels to the acre.” Besides slave 
labor, one of the other problems Kinnear identified with southern land use 
was “single persons owning very large tracts of land.” As a result, parts of 
the South, particularly South Carolina, were not “thickly settled” and con- 
tained a “proud chivalry” hostile to the republic. Hating this class, Kinnear 
observed: “From the very first they [Union soldiers] treated South Caro- 
lina as her acts of treason and atrocity deserved. Nearly every house all 
over the country was fed on the flames of Yankee vengeance. When their 
houses were burnt, the proud chivalries were obliged to seek refuge in 
negro shanties.””’ 

The men of the 21st New York State Volunteers were horrified at the 
level of ignorance among white southerners. In an unsigned letter to the 
Buffalo Courier, one of the soldiers noted: “The mass of the population is 
ignorant to a degree that is startling to a Northerner. It knows little that 
transpires in the world beyond its immediate circle. .. . [T]he very dialect 
of the mass betrays its ignorance—differing in no respect from that used 
by slaves.’ The concentration of wealth in large estates was the reason for 
this ignorance. Bould Soger—likely a pen name—wrote to an upstate New 
York newspaper: “Ye petty princes of the South, owners of broad estates, 
masters of cringing serfs, your masters are here. .. . [Y Jou are in the way 
of the nation, and you must step out. You may be princes, lords, of the first 
families, knightly, chivalrous, and all that sort of nonsense; but ‘Princes 
and lords may flourish, or may fade . . . but a bold yeomanry, their coun- 
try’s pride, when once destroyed, can never be supplied-” In a less lyrical 
tone, Soger noted in the Rappahannock River basin that “the break-up of 
almost boundless estates into small farms would make this valley the gar- 
den of Virginia.” As certain places in the commonwealth stood now, wrote 
J. Harrison Miles, one found “no fences or signs of cultivation, only a few 
stunted, dried down shrubs apologizing for the wasted forests that once 
stood upon the exhausted soil.”* 
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As was true for Frederick Law Olmsted and Hinton Helper, many soldiers 
saw the appearance of pine trees on abandoned plantation land as proof of 
the destructive nature of slave agriculture. Twelfth Indiana chaplain M. D. 
Gage visited McPhersonville, South Carolina, near the end of the war. “This 
little town lay nestled among pines of almost a century's growth,’ he re- 
corded, “which covered a large cotton plantation, abandoned on account of 
sterility. Tens of thousands of acres, once under cultivation, are now surren- 
dered to the restoring hand of nature. Pines, in all stages of growth, from 
the short to the tall stately tree, stand among the cotton rows of former 
plantations.” Gage was not sure why plantations were so destructive to the 
soil, but he advanced several theories. One was that “under the influence 
of slavery, the very ground [was] being cursed in consequence of the sin 
of the people.” The second theory was that “no effort is made to recruit the 
waste of productive elements, in the light soil of the vast pine region of the 
Carolinas, by the use of fertilizers, but when old fields are exhausted they 
are given up to the invigorating power of nature . . . and thus the careless 
round of unrequited toil goes on.” The “vast pine forest,’ Gage concluded, 
seemed a “curious spectacle to eyes accustomed to scenes of beauty and 
fertility in the vicinity of rural villages of the North.’” 

Albion W. Tourgée of the 105th Ohio Infantry came from the Western 
Reserve, home to Radicals Benjamin F. Wade and Joshua R. Giddings. 
Tourgée was proud that his county had “the lowest rate of illiteracy of any 
county in the Union” and was a place where “intelligence and freedom of 
thought” thrived. Comparing the North and the South in relative degrees 
of civilization, Tourgée found that “the laws, customs and institutions of 
the North were shaped by freemen in the furnace-heat of free-thought 
and free-speech. The public-school was everywhere; opportunity was un- 
trammeled. The institutions, laws, and policy of the South were shaped 
by slave-owners to promote the interests of the slave-holders; the free- 
laborer was despised. Every official belonged to the slave-owning class; 
free-schools were unknown; free-speech was repressed by the law and 
the mob.” Tourgée correlated the lack of civilization in the South with 
an impoverished landscape. He noticed immediately upon crossing into 
slave territory that “the grass was parched .. . the pools were dry; the low 
branching oaks showed brown and dusty under the summer sunshine; the 
wild wormwood grew rank and green above the stubble; the shorthorns 
roamed restlessly about, vexed with thirst and stung with flies.” Such, he 
explained, “was the ineradicable stamp which slavery left upon the land.” 

Previewing Reconstruction, many Union men argued that redis- 
tributing land to small farmers could redeem southern agriculture and 
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society. Henry T. Jones, a soldier in the 49th Massachusetts, believed that 
widespread land ownership produced a more egalitarian society and a 
beautiful landscape. Near Baton Rouge, Louisiana, he wrote: “Take away 
the trees and shrubbery, and you cannot find what you would term a 
handsome place, in town. Few can afford plantations, [the others] live 
in cities[;]... the wealth is in the country, to which towns are the mer- 
est adjuncts; land-owning, and consequent slave-owning, is the criterion 
of respectability.” Reflecting on the debate over the homestead bill in the 
1850s, Jones continued: “Who own[s] the land will be the rulers. Hence 
home-power of Southerners, hence their opposition to homestead bills.” 
Jones felt that the Civil War was a contest between “aristocratic usurpa- 
tion and popular rights,” a repeat of “the old contest, old as human govern- 
ments.” The solution, however, was clear. “[The] Feudal South can only 
be republicanized by impoverishing the great landlords,’ Jones asserted. 
“The war will do, is doing that. Then democracy will gravitate to the coun- 
try, and the aristocracy to towns and cities.” Such a society would be more 
productive as well. After witnessing sugar cultivation in the Mississippi 
Delta, Jones wrote that “the South should not attempt to raise sugar for it 
is a forced crop. If it cannot be raised without forced or slave labor, God 
never intended it to be raised at all. Small farmers will yet raise it by free 
labor.””” 

For men such as Jones, Tourgée, Gage, and countless others, the Civil 
War did not show, as one historian claims, “what the industrializing nation 
was capable of.” Instead, in the words of nineteenth-century farming advo- 
cate Edmund Morris, the farmers who fought the war came out convinced 
that settlers, “mostly from the Free States . . . would not only till the soil 
with their own hands, but would build school-houses, establish newspa- 
pers, and diffuse education” in the South and the West. The inferiority of 
slavery to free labor, the soldiers believed, could be seen in the soil itself.” 
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Cour 


THE CREATION OF YOSEMITE AND 


YELLOWSTONE 


It was during one of the darkest hours, before Sherman had begun the march upon Atlanta 
or Grant his terrible movement through the Wilderness, when the paintings of Bierstadt 
and the photographs of Watkins, both productions of the War time, had given to the people 
on the Atlantic some idea of the sublimity of Yo Semite.—Frederick Law Olmsted 


On July 1, 1864, as William T. Sherman marched toward Atlanta and Philip 
Sheridan fought Jubal Early in the Shenandoah valley, President Abraham 
Lincoln’s attention was diverted from the Civil War to the signing of a 
bill creating Yosemite State Park in far-off California. The law removed 
Yosemite valley and the neighboring Mariposa Big Tree Grove from the 
public domain so that California could manage the sites for “public use, 
resort, and recreation.” In other words, Yosemite would become a state- 
owned nature park. The act was the first of its kind and generated a heated 
controversy over whether the government had the right to create parks.! 
At this point, a reader might question the relevance of the Yosemite 
controversy to the topics explored in previous chapters. What does Yosem- 
ite have in common with the Homestead Act and the free-soil movement? 
The answer is that opposition to Yosemite was rooted in the exact same 
ideals that produced the Homestead Act and free-soilers. Union national- 
ism and nineteenth-century notions of civilization explain why the United 
States established Yosemite. Believing that small farmers comprised the 
ideal society, opponents such as George W. Julian argued that Yosemite 
valley should be reserved for yeomen farmers. Nature parks, Julian as- 
serted, threatened their rights by challenging homestead and preemp- 
tion claims. This controversy influenced the 1872 creation of Yellowstone 
as a national park under federal control. Authors of the Yellowstone 
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legislation believed that California’s mismanagement of Yosemite showed 
the necessity for national rather than state control. The debate about Yo- 
semite also exposed a fissure in the Republicans’ agrarian vision. Radicals 
such as Julian believed that private land claims were the basis of successful 
land stewardship, and thus civilization. Park proponents such as Olmsted, 
by contrast, began arguing that reserving natural beauty for the general 
public promoted civilization more effectively. 

Yosemite supporters believed that the park provided value for an Ameri- 
can nation undergoing sectional strife. Following Europe’s failed revolutions 
of 1848, many believed that if the United States collapsed, republican gov- 
ernment would be discredited and the world’s aristocrats would gloat in 
triumph. William Brewer of the California State Geological Survey feared 
in April 1861 that “the prestige of the American name is passed away, not 
soon to return.” Making areas of scenic beauty accessible to everyone high- 
lighted the value of republican government. Everyone, not just the wealthy 
and powerful, needed to experience the sublime scenery provided in parks. 
Second, park advocates believed that the creation of a public park on the 
California frontier would help the region transform from barbarism to civi- 
lization. Yosemite supporters argued that making the valley's immense nat- 
ural beauty accessible would improve the mind and spirit of all who visited, 
making them more civilized.? 

Free-soil beliefs created the framework for opposition to Yosemite. As 
shown in chapters 1 and 2, Free-Soilers, and later Republicans, believed 
that the disbursement of the public domain to yeomen settlers allowed the 
poor to achieve prosperity by harvesting the fruits of nature. Encourag- 
ing western settlement also brought “civilization” to a “barbaric” wilder- 
ness. George W. Julian, after all, believed that the 1862 Homestead Act 
was an effective method of promoting civilization and keeping slavery out 
of the West. Preemption, another method of land distribution favored by 
Free-Soilers and Republicans, allowed settlers to claim 160 acres on the 
unsurveyed or surveyed public domain. When the land became available 
for sale, the pioneer could purchase his claim for a nominal fee. Former 
Free-Soilers believed the federal government could not violate preemption 
or homestead rights to create a public park. As one California congress- 
man explained, “The Constitution and the laws are for the protection of 
citizens and not for the creation of a fancy pleasure grounds by Congress 
out of a citizen’s farms.” The dream of an agrarian West, settled by hard- 
working yeoman farmers, seemed threatened by nature parks. While both 
supporters and opponents of Yosemite believed that proper land use ex- 
cluded slavery, they disagreed on how the valley should be put to use.’ 
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Neither supporters nor opponents of Yosemite State Park achieved 
a complete victory. Yosemite advocates headed off legislative attempts 
by George Julian and his allies to open the park to private land claims. 
They also defeated a lawsuit by Yosemite residents that sought federal 
and state recognition of preemption rights in the valley. Nevertheless, the 
same Yosemite residents—through savvy political maneuvers and stub- 
born resistance—prevented California from effectively administrating 
the park. Their efforts produced a burst of commercial development in 
the valley. Republican politicians Lyman Trumbull and Samuel Pomeroy 
claimed that state control failed because of California’s inability to prevent 
Yosemite’s degradation. Future “natural curiosities,’ these men believed, 
should be placed under federal control. Trumbull’s and Pomeroy’s claims 
occurred in the context of heated debates over Reconstruction, in which 
the same politicians argued that federal courts needed to protect freed 
slaves when state governments failed to do so. Moreover, the creation 
of a federally administered park would have been impossible in prewar 
America, when the federal government was much smaller and had limited 
powers. While scholars have long assumed that states’ rights were never 
germane to the Yellowstone debate because of the park’s location in a 
federal territory, the historical evidence suggests otherwise.* 

These arguments both challenge and build from the work of previous 
historians who have examined national parks. Scholars often portray the 
history of parks as a battle between “preservationists” who wanted to pro- 
tect land for aesthetic beauty and those who advocated utilitarian resource 
development. “Proclaimed as a public trust as early as 1864,’ argues Alfred 
Runte in Yosemite: The Embattled Wilderness, “Yosemite bears the longest 
evidence of the tension, found in every major park, between preservation 
and use.” A 2006 environmental history of nineteenth-century America 
labels the creation of Yosemite as an early example of preservationism, 
which only occurred because the valley “seemed to have little industrial 
value.” The “preservation” versus “use” paradigm is insufficient in explain- 
ing the history of Yosemite and Yellowstone, however, because it ignores 
the historical context in which the government created both parks. The 
first opponents of Yosemite becoming a park did not want to see dams 
and mines constructed in the valley. Coming from a rural background, 
they urged the government to recognize small land claims intended for 
farming. Supporters did not want to preserve pristine nature; they wanted 
to make that beauty available to all. As Jen A. Huntley points out in the 
most recent examination of Yosemite’s early history, the traditional tale 
of “heroic nature lovers join[ing] with a benighted government to defeat 
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the selfish entrepreneurs standing in the way” ignores much of the “messy 
complexity” involved in the park’s creation. Likewise, Lisa Brady notes the 
ties between government expansion and park preservation, explaining: 
“In expanding the federal government’s powers and authority, the Civil 
War created the circumstances in which the government could set aside 
land from economic development, create agencies to oversee and manage 
those lands, and establish in perpetuity a system of parks and wilderness 
areas for the benefit of all Americans.”* 

Americans first found the Yosemite valley and the Mariposa Big Tree 
Grove appealing because of a romantic appreciation of nature, the increas- 
ing popularity of sport hunting and fishing among wealthy elites, and the 
moneymaking possibilities the areas offered. Yet, widespread apprecia- 
tion of these qualities did not mandate Yosemite’s transformation into a 
park. In fact, Americans had long expressed romantic appreciation and 
cultural pride in natural areas without arguing that they be turned into 
parks. Thomas Jefferson, for example, believed that Virginia’s Natural 
Bridge was the “most sublime of Nature’s works,” but he did not want to 
establish the site as a park. In 1832, as recounted in the first chapter, artist 
George Catlin believed that the government should preserve the “pristine 
beauty and wildness” of the Great Plains in a “magnificent park, where the 
world could see for ages to come, the native Indian . . . amid the fleeting 
herds of elks and buffaloes.’ This plea, however, gained little attention. 
As the controversy over Yosemite’s creation shows, many people believed 
romantic beauty, tourism, and sporting activities were best promoted by 
private—not public—land ownership.° 

One of the earliest published accounts of Yosemite shows what 
nineteenth-century Americans found inviting in the area. White men first 
entered the valley in 1851 in pursuit of the Yosemite Indians, who were 
accused of depredations against gold miners residing in nearby Mariposa. 
Upon returning, militia captain John Boling told Mariposa residents and 
San Franciscans about a valley in the Sierra Nevada containing 1,000-foot 
waterfalls. James Mason Hutchings, editor of San Francisco’s Hutchings 
Magazine, inquired with Boling about his discovery and decided to go to 
the area in 1855. Bringing along landscape artist Thomas A. Ayres, Hutch- 
ings publicized details of his adventure in the Mariposa Gazette. Hutch- 
ings proclaimed that the Yosemite valley offered “to the dyspeptic denizens 
of our larger cities .. . recreation and medicine .. . pure, free air, and... 
ice-cold water.” Upon descending toward the valley, the party viewed a 
scene of “wondering admiration” filled with such “wild and sublime gran- 
deur” that one person asked, “Can this be the opening of the Seventh Seal?” 


The Creation of Yosemite and Yellowstone 111 


Hutchings also found abundant sporting opportunities in the valley. For 
the “Disciples of Issac [sic] Walton,” the valley provided “speckled trout in 
any quantity,’ and “the hunter” could find “plenty of geese, pigeons, and 
deer.’ Most important, he noted that the “wonderful valley will attract the 
lovers of the beautiful from all parts of the world; and be as famed as Ni- 
agara [Falls], for its wild sublimity and magnificent scenery.” 

California Unionist and Unitarian minister Thomas Starr King also 
found solace in Yosemite valley. Awestruck by what he saw, King sent a 
series of letters to the Boston Evening Transcript between December 1860 
and February 1861. “The patches of luxuriant meadow with their dazzling 
green,’ King explained, “and the grouping of the superb firs, two hundred 
feet high, that skirt them, and that shoot above the stout and graceful 
oaks and sycamores... . are delightful rests of sweetness and beauty.” King 
believed that beauty was the “highest use which mountains serve.” He 
pondered: “Think of the loss to human nature if the summits of Mont 
Blanc and the Junfrau could be leveled, and their jagged sides, sheeted 
with snow and flaming with amethyst and gold, should be softened by the 
sun and tilled for vines and corn.” King also believed that he could see God 
in nature, proclaiming: “The Truth of Nature is part of the truth of God: 
to him who does not search it out, darkness, to him who does, infinity.”® 

Reacting to these articles and other accounts printed in California 
newspapers, travelers soon found their way to the valley, while some Cali- 
fornians moved to take advantage of the tourist rush. G. W. Coulter set 
up a stagecoach route from Coulterville to Yosemite valley. James Hutch- 
ings and Vermont emigrant Frederick Billings also realized the opportu- 
nity for profit. In April 1859, Ilinoisan James C. Lamon, a close friend 
of Hutchings, settled in the east end of the valley, building a home, gar- 
den, and orchard. Lamon reported to Hutchings that “he was amazed at 
the gentleness of the season and at the number of sunny days when he 
could work in the garden,” encouraging the magazine editor to quit his 
job and live in Yosemite. After a visit in the summer of 1863, Hutchings 
agreed, buying Yosemite’s only hotel and applying for a 160-acre preemp- 
tion claim. Hutchings constructed a log cabin near Yosemite Falls, planted 
fruit trees, and imported livestock. He also built a water-powered sawmill 
and a “causeway ... over the meadows from the hotel to make Yosemite 
Falls ... more accessible to his guests.” The former magazine editor took 
up permanent residence in the spring of 1864.° 

Frederick Billings, an ambitious lawyer specializing in contested 
California land claims, made frequent trips to the valley and the giant 
sequoia grove in the 1850s. The beauty of these areas reminded him of 
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landscape paintings he owned by Thomas Cole, Frederic E. Church, Asher 
B. Durand, and John F. Kensett. What impressed him the most, however, 
was the tourism potential of the natural attractions. On a trip to an alabas- 
ter cave en route to Yosemite, Billings noticed the “agreeable ride, low cost, 
efficient and attentive service, good food and lodging . . . and the visual 
pleasure of a natural landmark.” The formula was successful for drawing 
people to visit. In fact, Billings believed that California’s natural sites could 
draw more visitors than Europe’s manmade wonders and become a source 
of national pride. He claimed that people would tire of “old tapestries” and 
“visiting a dungeon where some poor creature had been ill treated.” Cali- 
fornia, instead, “was a place of wild beauty, challenge, and even adventur- 
ous folly, where all Nature’s processes could be seen plain.””” 

Yet, the creation of Yosemite State Park was never a fait accompli. 
James Mason Hutchings, who treasured the Yosemite valley and Mari- 
posa Big Tree Grove as tourist attractions and valued their transcenden- 
tal beauty, opposed the park’s creation. For Hutchings, private property 
ownership in Yosemite would not harm the area. Instead, the government 
had an obligation to uphold his land claims. Hutchings’s belief was not a 
“beguiling hallucination,’ as one scholar argues. To understand why oth- 
ers believed that Yosemite and the Mariposa Grove should be encased 
in a public park, one must examine the ideas of Frederick Law Olmsted. 
Living through the political strife of the 1850s and an eyewitness to the 
carnage of the Civil War, Olmsted came to believe that America needed 
public parks. They provided an important “civilizing” influence on the 
frontier and demonstrated the power of republican government. Olm- 
sted’s writings on the value of public parks influenced Frederick Billings 
and a host of powerful California politicians to push for the creation 
of Yosemite." 

A main reason that Olmsted supported public parks was his fear that 
free states were not fulfilling their democratic potential. While, after his 
travels to the slave states in the 1850s, Olmsted promoted small farm own- 
ership as a bulwark against slavery, he also believed that public ownership 
of natural beauty promoted civilization. These two beliefs would only cause 
conflict in the Republican Party after the creation of Yosemite. “Slavehold- 
ers,’ Olmsted wrote in 1853, were intent only on buying more land and 
slaves, possess[ing ] few of the domestic amenities essential to civilized 
life.” Yet, after a visit to Nashville, his acquaintance—white southerner 
Samuel Perkins Allison—attacked Olmsted’s characterizations, claim- 
ing that the slave states displayed a higher level of civilization than did 
the North. Allison forced Olmsted to concede the “rowdyism, ruffianism, 
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want of high honorable sentiment & chivalry of the common farming and 
laboring people of the North.” Olmsted decided that to improve northern 
civilization and democratic equality, the government needed to sponsor 
parks. “I do very much [feel] inclined to believe that Government should 
have in view the encouragement of a democratic condition of society,’ he 
wrote to a friend. “[T Jhe two need to go together as they do at the North 
in much greater degree than at the South. . .. [T]he poor need an educa- 
tion to refinement and taste. ... I believe, go ahead with the Children’s Aid 
and get up parks, gardens, music, dancing schools[;]...the state ought to 
assist these sort of things.” 

Olmsted aided the creation of America’s first urban park, cultivating 
powerful allies in the process. Since 1850, architect Andrew Jackson 
Downing had been advocating a park in New York City modeled after 
the gardens that Olmsted visited in Britain. After taking office in April 
1851, New York mayor Ambrose C. Kingsland endorsed Downing’s vision. 
The plan did not get under way until 1857. But when Olmsted heard of 
the effort, he applied to be in charge of land clearing. Olmsted met with 
the head commissioner of the so-called Central Park in August 1857 and 
then drafted a petition to convince the commissioners of his ability. The 
petition included signatures by landscape painter Albert Bierstadt, fa- 
mous New York City lawyer David Dudley Field, and influential New York 
Tribune editor Horace Greeley. After Olmsted received the position, the 
Central Park commissioners opened a competition for the park's design. 
Olmsted and co-designer Calvert Vaux conveyed their ideas about the 
function of parks in a republican society in their successful proposal. They 
claimed that public parks—allegedly available to all classes—provided 
people with the opportunity “to come together for the single purpose of 
enjoyment, unembarrassed by the limitations with which they are sur- 
rounded at home.’ 

Central Park served as the model for Yosemite. Horace Greeley, who 
knew Olmsted and supported his bid for the Central Park job, visited 
Yosemite valley and the neighboring Mariposa Big Tree Grove in 1859. 
Greeley recommended that the “big tree grove . . . be preserved from the 
ravages of the ax and fire” and instead become a “place of wonderful attrac- 
tion.” Greeley, drawing from his experience with Central Park in New York 
City, had a “park” in mind when he made this recommendation. Though 
the feisty editor never used the word, he warned after his return to New 
York that “if the village of Mariposa, the County, or the State of California, 
does not immediately provide for the safety of these trees,’ they would be 
destroyed. “I am sure they will be more prized and treasured a thousand 
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years hence from now,” Greeley continued, “should they by extreme care 
and caution, be preserved so long, and that thousands will then visit them, 
over smooth and spacious roads." 

Israel Ward Raymond, the California agent for the New York City- 
based Central American Transit Company, was the next person to 
advocate a park. Raymond wrote to California’s Union Party senator John 
Conness in February 1864 calling for the creation of Yosemite State Park 
and giving an outline of legislation. Raymond argued that Yosemite val- 
ley and the Mariposa Big Tree Grove should be reserved “for public use, 
resort, and recreation” in order to “prevent occupation and especially to 
preserve the valley and the big trees from destruction.” He further rec- 
ommended that a commission be empowered to manage Yosemite valley 
and the Mariposa Grove for public benefit. It is possible that Raymond 
had tourism in mind. From 1856 to 1864, New York newspapers car- 
ried advertisements for travel from New York City to San Francisco on 
Raymond's steamship line. The company Raymond worked for was the 
largest shipowner in the nation, conducting a lucrative trade between 
California and the East. Perhaps the company wanted to advertise at- 
tractive destinations at the places its lines reached. Additionally, there is 
evidence that Olmsted provided Raymond with the idea of a public park. 
In his letter to Conness, Raymond recommended “Fred. Law Olmsted 
of Mariposa” as commissioner for Yosemite State Park. The recommen- 
dation indicates that Raymond knew of Olmsted and his promotion of 
public parks. Additionally, in April 1862, while working on the Sanitary 
Commission—the Civil War equivalent of the Red Cross—Olmsted had 
met the steamship company’s president, William Aspinwall, and solicited 
donations from him.” 

Conness also received letters from Frederick Billings and Stephen J. 
Field—a recently appointed U.S. Supreme Court justice—in support of the 
park. Billings, in particular, warned Conness that the two settlers in the 
valley “would need to be bought out or removed.” Again, Olmsted’s influ- 
ence can be inferred: Billings had dined with Olmsted when the landscape 
architect arrived in California to manage a gold mine in 1863. Stephen J. 
Field may have known Olmsted through his brother, David Dudley Field. 
Conness quickly followed up on the requests, drafting legislation to re- 
move Yosemite from the public domain and grant it to California. Survey- 
ors Clarence King and Jim Gardiner established the park’s boundaries. On 
March 28, 1864, Conness introduced Senate Bill No. 203 into Congress. 
Thus, a politically powerful group of men, influenced by Frederick Law 
Olmsted, spurred the creation of Yosemite State Park.'° 
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A photograph display also aided the push to create Yosemite. Many elite 
easterners became familiar with the park’s scenery when Carleton Wat- 
kins’s photography went on display at Goupil’s New York Gallery in 1862. 
Visiting Yosemite in 1861, Watkins had taken photos of Nevada Falls, 
Mount Broderick, the “Grizzly Giant” sequoia tree, and other scenes using 
a cumbersome camera capable of producing eighteen-by-twenty-two-inch 
photographic plates. Thirty of these photographs and 100 stereoviews be- 
came part of a showing following an earlier exhibition of Mathew Brady's 
photography of the Civil War dead. Olmsted noted how the contrast be- 
tween beautiful scenery and violent death encouraged the park’s creation. 
“It was during one of the darkest hours,” he commented, “before Sher- 
man had begun the march upon Atlanta or Grant his terrible movement 
through the Wilderness, when the paintings of Bierstadt and the photo- 
graphs of Watkins, both productions of the War time, had given to the 
people on the Atlantic some idea of the sublimity of the Yo Semite.” The 
New York Times added: “The views of lofty mountains, of gigantic trees, of 
falls of water which seem to descend from the heights of heavens .. . are 
indescribably unique and beautiful.” 

In debate, Conness stated why the government should create a park. 
Yosemite and the nearby Mariposa Big Tree Grove were “wonders of the 
world,’ the California senator explained. “The trees contained in that 
grove have no parallel... . They are subject now to damage and injury, 
and this bill . .. proposes to commit them to care of that State for their 
constant preservation, that they may be exposed to public view, and that 
they may be used and preserved for the benefit of mankind.’ Only one per- 
son questioned the wisdom of Conness’s bill. Republican Lafayette Foster 
of Connecticut worried that the legislation could violate California’s state 
rights. “It strikes ] me as being rather a singular grant,” he explained, “un- 
precedented so far as my recollection goes, and unless the State through 
her appropriate authorities signified some wish in the matter, it might be 
deemed by the state officious on our part.” Conness replied, “There is no 
parallel, and can be no parallel for this measure, for there is not... on 
earth just such a condition of things. The Mariposa Big Tree Grove is re- 
ally the wonder of the world” Californian control of the park also satisfied 
Foster’s objection." 

The main reason, however, that Conness’s bill faced little resistance 
was his assurance that the “property is of no value to the Government” 
and that no one had land titles in Yosemite valley. Conness thus deliber- 
ately concealed Hutchings’s and Lamon’s land claims. George W. Julian, 
then chairman of the House Committee on Public Lands, allowed the 
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bill to pass because he thought no white men inhabited Yosemite. Julian 
recalled, “It was never dreamed that any one in the occupancy of that land 
was a preemptor. If it had been, the committee would not have interfered 
with his rights under the laws of Congress.” With minimal opposition, the 
Senate passed the bill on May 17, 1864. The House, with Julian’s blessing, 
voted for the bill on June 29, 1864. On July 1, Abraham Lincoln signed it 
into law.’ 

The statute granted Yosemite valley and the Mariposa Big Tree Grove 
to California. Both areas would be managed by “the Governor of the 
State with eight other Commissioners, to be appointed by the Executive 
of California, and who shall receive no compensation for their services.” 
News of the law’s passage reached California on August 9, 1864, and 
shortly after, Governor Frederick K. Low issued a proclamation accept- 
ing it. Low appointed Frederick Law Olmsted as director of the Yosemite 
Valley Commission, reflecting the New Yorker’s influence on the creation 
of Yosemite. California’s governor nominated Professor Josiah Whitney, 
William Ashburner, I. W. Raymond, E. S. Holden, Alexander Deering, 
George W. Coulter, and Galen Clark as the other commission members.”° 

The commission advocated a vision of public parks that reflected 
Yosemite's origin as an expression of Unionism. The park paid tribute to 
the republican government many in the Civil War fought to uphold. Fred- 
erick Law Olmsted began the Yosemite Commission’s Preliminary Report 
by claiming, “It is a fact of much significance with reference to the temper 
and spirit which ruled the loyal people of the United States during the war 
of the great rebellion, that a livelier susceptibility to the influence of art 
was apparent.” He continued: “It was during one of the darkest hours .. . 
that consideration was first given to the danger that such scenes [in Yo- 
semite] might become private property and through the false taste, the 
caprice ... of their holders; their value to posterity be injured.” Olmsted was 
manifesting pride in the U.S. government’s ability to promote republican 
measures while facing the greatest test of its survival.” 

Furthermore, preserving Yosemite as a public park would demonstrate 
the value of republican government in a time when the world seemed 
shrouded in tyranny. Olmsted attacked European private ownership of 
beautiful scenery. “There are in the islands of Great Britain and Ireland 
more than one thousand private parks and notable ground devoted to lux- 
ury and recreation,” he observed. “[T he enjoyment of the choicest natural 
scenes in the country and the means of recreation connected with them is 
thus a monopoly, in a very peculiar manner, of a very few, very rich people.” 
Thus, “the great mass of society, including those to whom it would be of 
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greatest benefit, is excluded from it. In the nature of the case private parks 
can never be used by the mass of the people in any country.’ In America, 
however, “it is the main duty of government . . . to provide means of pro- 
tection for all its citizens in the pursuit of happiness against the obstacles, 
otherwise insurmountable, which the selfishness of individuals or combi- 
nations of individuals is liable to interpose to that pursuit.”?? 

Tied with Olmsted’s view of republican government was his notion of 
civilization. Yosemite, because of its beautiful natural scenery, could fur- 
ther civilization by increasing mental aptitude and artistic appreciation. 
“If we analyze the operation of scenes of beauty upon the mind,” Olm- 
sted explained, “and consider the intimate relation of the mind upon the 
nervous system and the whole physical economy, the action and reaction 
which constantly occurs between bodily and mental conditions, the rein- 
vigoration which results from such scenes is readily comprehended.” He 
continued: “The power of scenery to affect men is, in a large way, propor- 
tionate to the degree of their civilization.” Upon visiting Yosemite, “the 
whole body of the susceptibilities of civilized men and . . . their powers, 
are on the whole enlarged.” Republican governments should not allow the 
benefits of civilization to accrue only to wealthy elites because the absence 
of “means supplied in nature for the gratification, exercise, and education 
of the esthetic faculties . . . ha[ ve] caused the appearance of dullness and 
weakness and disease . . . in the mass of the subjects of kings.” Indeed, 
free governments had a duty to promote civilization. “It was in accordance 
with these views of the destiny of the New World and the duty of a Re- 
publican Government,’ Olmsted concluded, “that Congress enacted that 
the Yosemite should be held, guarded and managed for the free use of the 
whole body of the people forever.’ 

Olmsted first read this report at a meeting of the Yosemite Valley 
Commission on August 9, 1865. Republican Schuyler Colfax, speaker of 
the House of Representatives; Samuel Bowles, editor of the Springfield 
Republican; Albert D. Richardson of the New York Tribune; and Repub- 
lican William Bross, lieutenant governor of Illinois and cofounder of the 
Chicago Tribune, also attended. These men were visiting Yosemite val- 
ley as Olmsted’s guests. Bross’s, Colfax’s, and Bowles’s recordings of the 
event suggest that the report was well received. Bowles recommended 
that all areas with beautiful “natural curiosities” should be preserved as 
state parks. “The wise cession and dedication Lof Yosemite] by Congress 
and proposed improvement by California,” he commented, “furnishes an 
admirable example for other objects of natural curiosity and popular in- 
terest all over the Union. New York should preserve for popular use both 
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Niagara Falls and its neighborhood, and a generous section of the famous 
Adirondacks, and Maine, of her lakes and its surrounding woods.” Bross’s 
Chicago Tribune called Yosemite “the most wonderful valley in the world,” 
urging readers to “visit these magnificent natural curiosities before spend- 
ing their time and money to see what is not half so interesting in Eu- 
rope.” Colfax wrote in Hearth and Home, “The reality [of Yosemite, ] as is 
so rarely the case, is, in romantic beauty and wild sublimity, far beyond 
the mental pictures drawn by the most vivid imagination.” He proudly 
noted: “Towns and settlements and homes are far behind you.” Olmsted 
had convinced several powerful Republicans of the value of public parks.* 

The New York Tribune, still controlled by Horace Greeley, celebrated 
Olmsted’s plan. Greeley’s paper explained that the park, while under 
state control, could be “national” in nature. Olmsted’s “ripe taste,’ the 
newspapers explained, “and large experience guarantee that the work will 
be done faithfully and judiciously. This wise legislation secures to their 
proper national uses incomparably the largest and grandest park and the 
sublimest scenery in the whole world.” Olmsted had helped create the 
national park “idea.”® 

Yet, historians assert that after Olmsted read his report, fellow Yosemite 
valley commissioners Josiah Dwight Whitney, Israel Ward Raymond, and 
William Ashburner suppressed it, fearing that the California legislature 
would be hostile to Olmsted’s management plan. The evidence given for 
this claim is that in November 1865, Whitney, Raymond, and Ashburner 
deemed it “inexpedient at present .. . to call for an appropriation so large 
as $37,000, the sum demanded by Mr. Olmsted.” Thus, one Olmsted biog- 
rapher insists that his sweeping brief about the power of parks “gained no 
currency whatever.’ A close examination, however, proves otherwise. Olm- 
sted, in an 1890 article explaining his time as Yosemite Commission chair- 
man, recalled parting amiably with the commission and the governor of 
California. Moreover, simply because Whitney, Raymond, and Ashburner 
believed that Olmsted’s requested budget was too large does not mean the 
entire report was suppressed.”° 

California, in fact, adopted the majority of Olmsted’s suggestions. The 
state legislature passed a law on April 22, 1866, accepting the federal gov- 
ernment’s removal of Yosemite valley and the Mariposa Big Tree Grove 
from the public domain to create a state park. In the “Act of Acceptance,” 
the state legislature gave the commission “full power to manage and ad- 
minister the grant made and the trust created by said Act of Congress” 
and “power to make and adopt all rules .. . for. . . improvement and pres- 
ervation of said premises [Yosemite].” The statute forbade people from 
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“cutLting] down or carryLing] off any wood, underwood, tree, or timber, 
or girdl[ing] or otherwise injur[ing] any tree or timber, or defac[ing] or 
injurLing] any natural object, or settling] fire to any wood or grass upon 
said premises, or destroying] or injuring] any bridge or structure of any 
kind or other improvement that is or may be placed upon.” Any person 
violating these edicts was subject to a $500 fine and six months in jail. 
These provisions followed Olmsted’s request that the commission needed 
“to prevent a wanton or careless disregard on the part of anyone entering 
the Yosemite or the Grove” and that the commission “should be clothed 
with proper authority and given the necessary means for this purpose.””” 

Frederick Law Olmsted returned to New York City to complete Central 
Park in November 1865. Despite his departure, the commission aimed 
to implement Olmsted’s program, meeting on May 21, 1866, to decide 
how the goals set in the Preliminary Report could be accomplished. The 
commission first resolved to settle Hutchings’s and Lamon’s preemption 
claims. The group notified the men that they must accept ten-year leases 
at “a nominal rent” or leave the valley. They also informed Hutchings that 
he must cease grazing livestock and constructing buildings without com- 
mission approval. William Irvin, head commissioner after Olmsted’s de- 
parture, complained: “He [Hutchings ] virtually claimed and endeavored 
to exercise the rights of possession over the whole valley; for as early as the 
summer of eighteen hundred and sixty four some gentlemen on going to 
Yosemite found a fence run across the lower end of the valley to keep the 
stock that he had running loose from escaping.” Hutchings insisted “upon 
the right of allowing his horses, cattle, and pigs to roam at pleasure all over 
the valley.” He refused to accept the lease plan offered by the commission- 
ers, claiming that “the Preemption Laws of the United States were a sacred 
compact between the Government and Citizen.” Hutchings informed the 
commission that “to exercise authority over my house, or my horse, or 
anything that I possessed . . . they had [to prove ] a better [title] to either 
than I had got.”?8 

Hutchings’s refusal to surrender his land claims ignited a controversy 
over Yosemite State Park that lasted until 1875. He gained support from 
fellow California settlers and former Free-Soilers who felt that the gov- 
ernment should promote a “civilized,” agrarian society in the West. The 
creation of parks out of the public domain threatened the doctrines of 
preemption and homestead, principles needed to promote proper land use 
and civilization. As Republican George W. Julian stated, “colonization” of 
the West by settlers seeking their own land was “one of the great tidal forces 
of modern civilization.” Given that many Free-Soilers and Republicans 
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had fought hard for liberal preemption laws and a homestead bill against a 
decade of slaveholder opposition, they were not going to allow diminution 
of the laws’ legal power for a mere park. Julian, for his part, was always 
wary of a new conspiracy that could threaten settler rights. In 1864 he 
warned that the government may “go back from the Christian dispensa- 
tion of free homes and actual settlement to the... darkness of land specu- 
lators and public plunder.” The Indianan would discover such a conspiracy 
when James Hutchings transformed his land claims in Yosemite into an 
issue of national importance.”? 

In May 1867, the Yosemite Valley Commission filed suit to eject Hutchings 
and Lamon after the pair refused to accept a lease or surrender their prop- 
erty. Hutchings responded by launching a campaign against the commis- 
sion and hiring lawyers to defend his claims in court. First, he started a 
petition “asking for favorable legislation on behalf of the Yo-Semite Set- 
tlers.” The petition, Hutchings recalled, was “numerously signed by a large 
majority of the prominent residents of the county of Mariposa.” Hutchings 
also wrote letters to San Francisco and Sacramento newspapers. Despite 
Hutchings’s wealth, the former magazine editor portrayed his fight as one 
between a powerful central government and poor settlers. He contended 
that “the great United States and the State of California were for mere 
grandeur going to turn them out of their modest little homes that in spite 
of the dangers of flood and storm, and snow and avalanche, they had hith- 
erto so bravely held in Yosemite.”*° 

While Hutchings’s lawyers were arguing his case in the Northern 
California District Court, a Mariposa state senator introduced a bill in the 
California assembly granting preemption rights to Hutchings and Lamon. 
The senator explained that the settlers had taken up claims in “good faith” 
and had not even received “compensation for their improvements.” Hutch- 
ings traveled to Sacramento to support the legislation. He demanded that 
the state surrender its “right and title to each of our quarter sections.” The 
assembly passed the bill with little debate. The legislation gave the two 
men preemption rights “to the extent of one hundred and sixty acres... 
under the grant made by Congress, subject to the Ratification of Congress.” 
Democratic governor Henry Haight then vetoed the bill, alleging “it was 
not competent for the Legislature of California to grant relief since Con- 
gress had made the grant and, made it inalienable.” Only one California 
newspaper supported Haight’s action. The Republican San Francisco Bul- 
letin explained that since the park was “national” in nature, it should never 
be given away to private citizens. “When the grant was made on condition 
that it should never be alienated but kept open to the public who visited it,” 
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the newspaper contended, “the public meant citizens from other States as 
well as Californians, and therefore, Congress was legislating for all Ameri- 
cans in placing that restriction in the grant.” Unfortunately, the Bulletin 
lamented, “the press from one end of the State to the other sympathized 
with [Hutchings and Lamon]. The legislature passed the bill over the 
governor's veto.” 

Hutchings also achieved success in district court. Despite never having 
paid for the land, Hutchings claimed that his preemption claims should 
still be recognized. He argued that the government should recognize his 
property rights during the whole process of preemption, not just when the 
government put the land up for sale. The 1850 U.S. Supreme Court case 
Lytle v. The State of Arkansas stated that if a settler had tried to register a 
preemption claim in the county land office and pay the government, he ac- 
quired rights to the land regardless of whether the process was complete. 
The California District Court Judge agreed: “I .. . decide that when a pre- 
emptioner enters upon the unsurveyed public lands, under the sanction 
of a public law, and makes improvements and becomes a bona fide set- 
tler, he acquires such rights as the Government cannot divest or take from 
him.’ The judge also forbade Hutchings’s ejection because of the Califor- 
nia state legislation: “[It] would operate as a great and irreparable injury 
to [the] defendant to be ejected from the lands in controversy before the 
final action of Congress upon the Act of Legislature last mentioned.” The 
Yosemite Valley Commission appealed the decision, urging the California 
Supreme Court to hear the case.*” 

Meanwhile, California’s 1868 act thrust the Yosemite controversy into 
national politics by requesting that Congress sanction Hutchings’s and 
Lamon’s land claims. The Bulletin urged Congress to ignore the “foolish” 
action of the California legislature and “preserve a greater natural won- 
der for the gratuitous enjoyment of men forever.” George Julian, however, 
took up the settlers’ cause. He introduced H.R. 1118 on May 26, 1868, 
to “provide that the act of the California Legislature shall be. . . ratified 
by Congress.” Hutchings and Lamon, he explained, had “expended sev- 
eral thousand dollars in establishing for themselves a comfortable home, 
while encountering for all the privations and hardships incident to a 
life remote from society and civilization.” Democrat James A. Johnson 
of California agreed, explaining: “There is no authority in Congress to 
deprive these men of their rights as settlers, and I think it a hardship 
and wrong upon them to compel them to fight the whole power of the 
State of California to protect themselves in their rights against an act un- 
constitutionally passed by the Thirty-Eighth Congress.” For Julian and 
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Johnson, the creation of public parks threatened a vision of a West settled 
by independent, land-owning farmers who would “civilize” the region. 
Hutchings and Lamon, “hardy and enterprising enough to advance ahead 
into the unbroken wilderness and blaze out a way for civilization to fol- 
low,” should be favored above all others.** 

The House of Representatives approved Julian’s land bill with little 
debate on June 5, 1868. The Senate then had to decide the issue. Frederick 
Law Olmsted, back in New York City, leapt into action. Olmsted wrote an 
article for the New York Evening Post that incorporated many of the pas- 
sages from the 1865 Preliminary Report. Newspapers from across Amer- 
ica carried the Post's article. In the piece, Olmsted claimed that “with the 
early completion of the Pacific railroad there can be no doubt that the park 
established by act of Congress as a place of free recreation for the people 
of the United States and their guests forever will be resorted to from all 
parts of the civilized world.” For Olmsted, visitor access to Yosemite pro- 
vided a means of protecting the region. Shortly after the Post and other 
papers published Olmsted’s article, he circulated a petition in Congress 
opposing the bill.** 

Olmsted also enlisted the help of the New York Times, whose powerful 
Republican editor, Henry J. Raymond, had published many of Olmst- 
ed’s writings on slavery. The Times urged senators to reject Julian’s bill, 
criticizing Californians’ lack of appreciation for Yosemite. “Though the 
Yosemite Valley and its Big Trees and its marvelous sublimity are known 
to everyone in the world who has read anything about the natural wonders 
of California,’ the paper explained, “they seem to be considered of very 
little account of Californians themselves.” Instead, “a few squatters ... had 
erected their shanties in the valley, and . . . laid claim to all the best lands 
and groves between its wonderful walls.” These private claims, the paper 
claimed, would destroy the natural beauty of the valley. “We earnestly ask 
senators to examine the case; and we beg them, in the interest of all that 
is interesting and sublime, as well as in the interest of California itself, not 
to give their sanction to this attempted spoliation of the magnificent valley 
of the Yosemite,” the Times concluded. 

Horace Greeley also entered the fray. Greeley’s New York Tribune 
argued that parks reflected a high level of civilization. “Let Congress ab- 
solutely refuse to acknowledge their [ Hutchings’s and Lamon’s ] right to 
settle upon the land itself, and so defeat the object for which the valley 
was ceded to the state,” the editor proclaimed. “The fact that the General 
Government gave the land for such a purpose and that the State accepted 
it, showed a high state of civilization. Barbarian or half-civilized States 
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do not so respect great natural wonders nor propose to devote them to 
the enjoyment of the world.” Greeley argued that the park should be put 
under national control. “If Californians do not see their own interests 
more clearly, and if they will not respect the rights of the whole country, it 
is the bound duty of Congress to protect us in the possession of this most 
splendid of Nature's gifts to the American people.”*® 

Fortunately for Yosemite supporters, John Conness was still California’s 
senator and served on the Committee on Private Land Claims. The San 
Francisco Bulletin urged Conness to use “his influence to protect it [Yo- 
semite ].” In committee, Conness convinced the rest of the senators to re- 
ject Julian’s legislation. Republican Charles Sumner of Massachusetts also 
helped defeat the bill, presenting to the Senate a memorial from Harvard 
Professor Louis Agassiz “protesting against the ratification by Congress 
of the legislation of the California Legislature in regard to the Yosemite 
Valley.” Furious, Julian traveled to California to see the valley for himself 
in 1869. The Bulletin hoped that the cantankerous Indianan could “be 
convinced of the importance of keeping it wholly a public property, so that 
it can never be shorn of any of its natural charms.’ The opposite occurred. 
Meeting with Hutchings and Lamon in Yosemite, Julian assured them that 
he would continue to “warmly espouse” their interests. Julian introduced 
another bill (H.R. 184) when he returned to Congress in January 1870. 
The legislation aimed “to confirm to J. M. Hutchings and J. C. Lamon 
their preemption claims to the Yosemite Valley.” Unlike the previous de- 
bate, Julian received aid from the California delegation. Cornelius Cole, 
now a Republican senator, introduced an exact copy of Julian’s measure 
on April 8, 1870. Cole sought to deflect devastating Democratic charges 
in California that the Republicans cared nothing for the land claims of 
average settlers. California's Democratic Party platforms of 1870 and 1871 
stated, “The public lands yet left to . . . the state of California should be 
disposed of only to actual settlers in limited quantities, and on the most 
favorable terms.”?” 

As politicians debated both bills, supporters and opponents of the park 
mobilized national opinion in support of their vision of land use. Julian ar- 
gued that even areas of sublime beauty should be reserved for settlement. 
“I think it might have been far wiser,’ he proclaimed, “to carve it [Yosemite ] 
up into small homesteads, occupied by happy families, decorated by or- 
chards, gardens, and meadows, with a neat little post-town in their midst, 
and churches and school-house crowning all.” William Bross’s Chicago 
Tribune opposed Julian. “There is only one Yosemite Valley,’ the Tribune 
claimed, and “it embraces the greatest variety of sublime and beautiful 
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natural scenery that has been found in the world.” Samuel K. Bowles also 
warned of the consequences of private property ownership in the valley: 
“If the best lands in the valley are surrendered to private parties, the ef- 
fect will be to enable them and their heirs to prostitute to private gain this 
great store-house of beauty, by giving them the power to put a tax of any 
amount upon all visitors, and, in every other way that private greed might 
suggest, to hinder the enjoyment and add to the expense of an excursion 
to this wonderful region.”**® 

George Julian used every measure at his disposal to get the bill passed. 
He invited Hutchings to testify before the House and Senate Committees 
on Public Lands. Highlighting their status as small landowners, Hutch- 
ings informed both groups that his and Lamon’s livelihood depended on 
the preservation of their “little mountain homes.” Hutchings also started 
a letter campaign, writing to major newspapers in defense of his cause. 
“I have always considered the Preemption laws as a binding contract be- 
tween the Government and its citizens,’ he explained in the New York 
Times. “That if a citizen found a spot anywhere on the public lands of the 
United States as beautiful as the garden of Eden, if it were unreserved, or 
in any way undisposed of, there would never be an ‘if’ or a ‘but’ of question 
as to its title.” Hutchings treasured Yosemite valley for its natural beauty 
and, while in Washington, D.C., gave lectures calling for an end to logging 
in the area. But such feelings did not lead him to support its creation as 
a park. Julian concurred, explaining that “the marvelous beauty of this 
valley can have nothing whatever to do with the right of preemption as a 
legal principle.”* 

Unlike the 1868 debate, Julian faced opposition in the House of 
Representatives. Tennessee Republican Horace Maynard offered testi- 
mony from Yosemite commissioner Josiah Whitney in opposition to the 
bill. Whitney warned that if the bill passed, “the Yosemite Valley, instead 
of being held by the State for the benefit of the people, and ‘for public use, 
resort, and pleasure, as was solemnly promised, will become the property 
of private individuals and will be held and managed for private benefit.” If 
Hutchings and Lamon secured 320 acres of Yosemite valley, Whitney cau- 
tioned, they would “have almost a monopoly of the valley.” With the two 
men owning much of the land in Yosemite, any regulations issued by the 
Yosemite commission would be unenforceable. Ohio Republican Robert 
Cumming Schenck argued that Yosemite would be destroyed if Congress 
permitted private land ownership in the valley: “It is now proposed to 
make two reservations within that valley to be held as private property, 
with no security that these reservations may not be converted into places 
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of resort or amusement, filled perhaps with lager beer saloons... or if used 
for agricultural purposes those reservations may be covered with corn 
fields, or potato patches, or cow yards. I want no such destruction of that 
beautiful place.” Republican John Baldwin Hawley of Illinois added that 
“there are many beautiful and magnificent trees standing and growing in 
the valley. ... Yosemite valley should be given to the State of California, to 
be held forever as a pleasure ground, as a place of beauty for the people of 
the United States.”*° 

Despite spirited opposition, Julian once again succeeded in passing the 
bill 104 to 31, with 94 abstaining. Many congressmen believed, as Califor- 
nia Republican Aaron Sargent explained, that “a mistake was originally 
made in ceding this Yosemite Valley to the State of California.” After the 
bill’s passage, Julian ordered a speech printed in the Congressional Globe 
entitled “The Yosemite Valley and the Right of Preemption.” Congressmen 
often read speeches into the Globe and then published them as pamphlets, 
circulating the tracts to the public. Julian hoped that by disseminating 
this pamphlet, voters would put pressure on their representatives to sign 
the bill. In the document, he warned of a conspiracy to deprive settlers of 
preemption rights in all beautiful lands. “Our great western States and 
Territories are full of natural wonders, as well as beauty,’ the Indianan rea- 
soned. “There are many lovely valleys and beautiful waterfalls in our coun- 
try besides those of the Yosemite, and we are quite sure the law has not 
yet established any standard of beauty and sublimity by which the rights 
of preemptors on the public lands shall be determined.’ For Republicans 
like Julian, the Yosemite controversy went beyond the claims of Hutchings 
and Lamon. Julian and his supporters believed that proper management 
of land by small farmers led to freedom, union, and an improved society. 
Since there were many “lovely valleys and beautiful waterfalls” throughout 
the West, Julian worried that parks could become a new tool to prevent 
farmers from acquiring small plots of land.“ 

Despite Julian’s best efforts, Kansas Republican Samuel Pomeroy 
killed both the House bill and Cornelius Cole’s Senate equivalent in com- 
mittee. Pomeroy deemed the issue a matter of “public policy” to be deter- 
mined for the greatest good. “It was a question between forty millions of 
people” who deserved access to Yosemite and “two men” who wanted to 
keep it for themselves, he alleged. While Pomeroy had promoted small 
farms in Kansas before and during the Civil War, the Kansan disagreed 
with Julian that the creation of a nature park threatened the rights of 
farmers throughout the country. The New York Times agreed, stating that 
“the public good overrules; the two pioneers must yield to the general 
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welfare, and the State of California should compensate them for their 
improvements and pay them for their claims, and then reserve the whole 
for the people forever.” After the Senate had repeatedly turned down Ju- 
lian’s legislation, the House of Representatives refused to pass another 
bill. On July 3, 1870, the New York Times celebrated the defeat: “Mr. Ju- 
lian, though a great land reformer, attempted yesterday to push through 
the House of Representatives a bill confirming the title of a couple of 
squatters to locations in the Yosemite Valley. If these persons have any 
rights, it would be far better for the Government to compensate them 
outright, in money, than to destroy what should be carefully preserved as 
a wondrous national park. The House properly voted down the bill by a 
large majority.” 

Having failed to secure his claims in Congress, Hutchings turned to the 
courts. The California Supreme Court heard the appeal of the Yosemite Val- 
ley Commission in July 1871. Since Hutchings’s successful district court case, 
the U.S. Supreme Court had narrowed the scope of preemption in Frisbie 
v. Whitney, also known as the “Suscol Ranch Case.” In the case, decided in 
December 1869, the court proclaimed that preemptors obtained land rights 
only when they had registered their title and paid the government for the 
property. Termed by George Julian “the Dred Scott decision of the American 
pioneer,’ Suscol Ranch proved disastrous for Hutchings. Because of this de- 
cision, California judge J. Crockett decided in favor of the Yosemite commis- 
sion. “Under the principles announced in Whitney v. Frisbie,’ he explained, 
“it may now be considered as finally settled, that ifa qualified preemptioner 
enter upon a portion of the public domain . . . the Government may, never- 
theless, at any time. . . devote the land to another purpose.” 

Refusing to give up, Hutchings enlisted George Julian to argue his case 
before the U.S. Supreme Court. Julian hoped that Frisbie v. Whitney, 
like the Dred Scott Decision, would become irrelevant. Unfortunately for 
Julian and Hutchings, former California Supreme Court justice Stephen 
J. Field now sat on the bench. Field was a friend and political ally of John 
Conness. Before Field left for the U.S. Supreme Court, the California sen- 
ator had wanted the judge to be a Yosemite commissioner. Besides these 
personal ties with the defendants, Field had restricted preemption rights 
during his tenure as a California Supreme Court justice. Given Field’s hos- 
tility, Julian hoped to convince the other justices of Hutchings’s claims. 
The Indianan began by explaining the necessity of preemption rights. 
“The adventurous pioneer,’ he professed, “is generally poor and it is fit 
that his enterprise should be rewarded by the privilege of purchasing the 
favorite spot selected by him.” Julian claimed that since Hutchings had 
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“complied with all the conditions of title which were within his power,’ 
registering for a preemption claim and building improvements, he de- 
served rights to the land.** 

The tactic did not work. As historian Carl B. Swisher explains, the 
other Supreme Court justices deferred to Field in cases involving Califor- 
nia’s “dramatic and highly controversial and sometimes malodorous land 
claims.” Field decided for the Yosemite commission. The justice claimed 
that the 1841 Preemption Act “adopted for the benefit of settlers was not 
intended to deprive Congress of the power . . . to appropriate them [gov- 
ernment lands] to any public use.” This construction of preemption, Field 
continued, “preserves a wise control in the government over the public 
lands, and prevents a general spoliation of them under the pretense of in- 
tended settlement and pre-emption.” He concluded by criticizing Califor- 
nia’s 1868 act giving Hutchings and Lamon land titles in Yosemite valley, 
calling it a “perversion of the trust solemnly accepted.’ As historian Jen 
A. Huntley brilliantly notes, “Preemption reflected the antebellum faith 
in the individual ‘yeoman farmer’ as the primary agent to settle distant 
lands. However, Field’s language in the Hutchings decision illustrated the 
postwar shift from this older view.” For Field and Yosemite supporters, 
the best use for Yosemite was not yeomen farming. They believed that a 
nature park produced the same ideals—union and civilization—that Ju- 
lian and the opponents sought. Defeated in court and Congress, Hutch- 
ings returned to his home in 1873 and awaited the Yosemite commission's 
next move.** 

Hutchings v. Low and the subsequent state mismanagement of 
Yosemite prompted the formation of a national park system instead of one 
predicated on state control. After the establishment of Yosemite, observ- 
ers viewed the legislation as an important precedent for the creation of 
future state parks. Samuel Bowles’s 1865 Across the Continent argued that 
parks like Yosemite could be formed nationwide. Frederick Law Olmsted 
noted to his father in the summer of 1865 that Yosemite was by “far the 
noblest park or pleasure ground in the world,’ an example for future states 
to follow. Yet, due to the controversy surrounding Hutchings’s land claims, 
changes took place in the Yosemite environment that convinced politi- 
cians that future parks needed to be under national control. When white 
Americans “discovered” Yellowstone in the late 1860s, senate Republicans 
argued that it should be designated as a national park. Horace Greeley had 
foreshadowed such a plan when he called for Congress to take control of 
Yosemite valley to save it from Hutchings’s land claims.*° 
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Arguments about the need for federal administration of large nature 
parks took place after the federal government’s expansion during the Civil 
War and Reconstruction. Between 1861 and 1872, the date of Yellowstone's 
creation, the United States passed several measures transferring authority 
from state governments and citizens to the federal government. During 
the war, the United State nationalized its currency, freed 4 million people 
previously considered protected property, revoked the right of habeas cor- 
pus for suspected rebel sympathizers, created a banking system, incurred 
a national debt, provided state aid for railroad and agricultural college 
construction, and established the Freedmen’s Bureau (a whole new federal 
bureaucracy). All of these measures originated in the Republican Party. 
After the war, many Republicans felt that the federal government could 
solve problems when state governments failed. During Reconstruction, 
Republicans continued to use central state power. In 1866 the Civil Rights 
Act nullified black codes passed by southern state governments. The 
Fourteenth Amendment mandated that each state provide “equal protec- 
tion of laws” for its citizens. The Reconstruction Acts of 1867 divided the 
ten unreconstructed states into military districts, subjecting them to the 
authority of Congress. The Fifteenth Amendment, ratified on February 
3, 1870, prohibited states from denying the right to vote based on “race, 
color, or previous condition of servitude.” The Ku Klux Klan Act of April 
1871, passed less than a year before the Yellowstone Park Act, brought civil 
rights crimes committed by individuals under the purview of the federal 
government. All of these measures would have been unthinkable in ante- 
bellum America.*” 

James Hutchings’s actions following his unsuccessful appeals to 
Congress and the Supreme Court convinced Republicans that state man- 
agement of Yosemite had failed. These politicians believed that the national 
government would do a better job administering nature parks than the 
states. Even though the Yosemite commission achieved victory with Jus- 
tice Field’s decision, the board was unable to eject Hutchings and impose 
Olmsted’s program. The Yosemite commissioners realized that “during the 
period which intervened between [1864] and [1873], when the commis- 
sion tried to eject Hutchings once more, “he had succeeded in manufactur- 
ing a large amount of public sympathy” and gained powerful friends in the 
state assembly. Therefore, the commission was “desirous to give him every 
opportunity of either applying for a lease, or else disposing his business and 
property in the most advantageous manner.’ The group submitted a report 
to the California assembly recommending a “special appropriation for the 
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purpose of settling with all those parties who held claims in the Yosemite.” 
The assembly agreed to pay Hutchings, Lamon, and one other settler a 
total of $60,000 in compensation. Head commissioner William Irvin also 
offered Hutchings and Lamon ten-year leases on their property.** 

Stubborn, Hutchings refused and, according to Irvin, claimed “his 
property to be worth much more.” After a year, however, Hutchings real- 
ized he could not receive more money from the legislature and agreed to 
the sum offered. California paid Hutchings $24,000 and Lamon $12,000 
for their land claims. In November 1874, Hutchings met with the Yosemite 
commission to negotiate a lease on his former property. At the meeting, 
Hutchings changed his mind again, asserting that “he had been forced to 
take much less than the property was worth” and refusing to relinquish 
his land. Furious, the commission announced in Mariposa, Sonora, and 
San Francisco newspapers that they would forcibly remove the stubborn 
man. The group selected George W. Coulter, a commission member, as 
the new lessee of Hutchings’s property. Coulter wanted to build a toll 
road to Yosemite valley and operate the former magazine editor’s hotel 
for profit. Hearing the news, Hutchings once again leapt into action. He 
persuaded the attorney general of California to block the commission’s 
order. The attorney general accused the commission of “fraud” and cor- 
ruption in its handling of Hutchings’s lease. Though the commission even- 
tually succeeded in ejecting Hutchings from his old property in 1875, the 
triumph was short-lived. In 1880 a new board of Yosemite commission- 
ers under state pressure decided to appoint Hutchings the “Guardian of 
Yosemite Valley.” 

While there is no doubt that Hutchings cared deeply about the 
landscape, his agitation prevented the Yosemite commission from taking 
control of Yosemite valley and the Mariposa Big Tree Grove until 1875. 
Travelers to Yosemite witnessed degradation of the area from the lack 
of state oversight. In 1871 the New York Times printed a story from the 
San Francisco Chronicle explaining how “grazers” used Yosemite and the 
Hetch Hetchy valley “for summer-sheep pasturage.” Hutchings’s “horses, 
cattle and pigs” also remained in Yosemite to provide his guests with 
food and transportation. The livestock changed the way the valley ap- 
peared. Commissioner Josiah Whitney complained of “wanton damage 
to trees, shrubs and flowers” from the animals. Sheep cropped the flowers 
and grasses closely to the ground. They also carved “conspicuous” trails 
throughout Yosemite. John Muir, a Scottish naturalist who arrived in 1868 
to work for Hutchings, noted that “most of the meadows were fenced for 
hay fields or for the confinement of domestic animals.” He observed that 
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“each night some three hundred horses were let loose to graze and trample 
the remaining vegetation out of existence. The only flowers were those on 
inaccessible ledges and recessed high on the walls.”*° 

Changes also occurred because of increased visitation. The completion 
of the transcontinental railroad in 1869 created easier access to California 
and Yosemite. In 1868, 623 people visited the state park. In 1873, 2,530 
people went to the area. Entrepreneurs, free from restriction, moved to 
profit from these tourists. Hutchings constructed numerous improve- 
ments to his hotel, using a water-powered sawmill to cut boards from 
the valley’s pines and cedars. Travel writer Grace Greenwood (Sarah Jane 
Lippincott) reported seeing the sawmill. Greenwood’s party stopped “for 
a little chat with the workmen we found grappling the great logs and put- 
ting them through” the mill. The workers told her of the “law prohibiting 
the felling of live trees in the valley.” Greenwood, however, noticed that 
the trees “looked singularly sound and plump as though they had died 
a sudden death, not, I am sure, from heart disease.” One of the workers 
explained: “I think the pines, at least . .. might all be cut down; they are 
no ornament to the valley.”* 

Other people established hotels, roads, and trails. J. C. Smith founded 
“The Cosmopolitan” in 1870, where visitors could experience “baths, 
drinks, and various unexpected comforts.’ James McCauley built a toll 
trail to Glacier Point from 1871 to 1872. He also started the first “fire- 
fall? pouring hot coals and ashes off the face of the point. The New York 
Times feared that these changes spelled “the doom of Yosemite.” The paper 
warned: “The once majestic wilderness will be converted into a gigantic 
beer-garden, and in place of flowers will grow only confused, pint pots and 
defective whisky bottles. . .. The enterprising drug-dealer will next cover 
every inch of rock surface with gigantic invitations to the general public to 
purchase remedies for all possible diseases, and the humiliation of Yosem- 
ite will be completed by the pitching of the tents of peripatetic circuses.” 
The San Francisco Bulletin echoed the Times’s concerns. Californians, the 
Bulletin urged, “ought to guard their finest places of resort from the exor- 
bitant and worrying toll system that prevails at the East and in Europe—a 
system which puts a tax on natural beauty, on sun and air and water, and 
bothers the tourist with inconvenient and impertinent guidance where 
none is needed.” 

As newspapers reported outrage over the improper use of Yosemite, 
settlers in Montana thought they had discovered a rival beauty near the 
Yellowstone River. If the reports of “thermal springs that leap from 50 
to 200 feet into the air are true,’ the San Francisco Bulletin lamented, 
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“Montana will prove a serious competitor to California, with her Big Trees 
[and] Yosemite.” Henry Washburn, surveyor general of the Montana Ter- 
ritory, and Nathaniel Langford, internal revenue collector for the territory, 
began an expedition to explore the area in 1870. To help fund the trip, 
Langford met with Jay Cooke of the Northern Pacific Railroad to “con- 
vince him that the wonders of Yellowstone could be a useful device for 
promoting the line.’ Frederick Billings, who now controlled a one-eighth 
interest in the Northern Pacific, believed that the area—like Yosemite— 
could be another one of “God’s Greatest Creations.” While there is no evi- 
dence that Billings urged Cooke to press for a park, it is probable that 
Billings related to Cooke the success of tourism at Yosemite. Cooke and the 
Northern Pacific funded the expedition to Yellowstone and a lecture series 
by Nathaniel Langford advertising the region.* 

On October 27, 1871, director of the U.S. Geological Survey Ferdinand 
Hayden received a note from A. B. Nettleton, an agent of the Northern 
Pacific Railroad, recommending that “Congress pass a bill reserving the 
Great Geyser Basin as a public park forever—just as it has reserved that far 
inferior wonder—the Yosemite Valley and big trees.” Hayden, the North- 
ern Pacific Railroad, and the members of the 1870 Washburn expedition 
lobbied for the creation of a park. They enjoyed the benefit of close politi- 
cal connections. A member of the Washburn expedition, Walter Trumbull, 
was the son of Republican senator Lyman Trumbull. Walter urged his fa- 
ther to support the creation of Yellowstone Park. Kansas senator Samuel 
Pomeroy, who had repeatedly killed George Julian’s bill in the Senate, also 
supported the park’s formation. He introduced a bill in December 1871 
that set aside Yellowstone as a national park and protected it “from pre- 
emptions or homestead claims.”** 

The Senate debated Pomeroy’s bill on January 23, 1872. The Kansan 
explained that Yellowstone was a “great natural curiosity” full of “great 
geysers .. . water-spouts, and hot springs.” He thought it best “to conse- 
crate and set apart this great place of national resort for the purposes of 
public enjoyment” as a national park. Hutchings v. Low, Pomeroy believed, 
gave him legal justification for such a plan. “We found when we set apart 
the Yosemite valley that there were one or two persons who had made 
claims there,” the senator explained. “[T ]t has finally gone to the Supreme 
Court to decide whether persons who settle on unsurveyed lands before 
the Government takes possession of them by any special act of Congress 
have rights as against the Government. The court has held that settlers on 
unsurveyed lands have no rights as against the Government.” With this 
decision, Pomeroy noted, “the Government can make an appropriation of 
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any unsurveyed lands, notwithstanding [any] settlers [that] may be upon 
them.” If Hutchings v. Low had been decided in favor of Hutchings, Pome- 
roy would not have been able to introduce his bill; the government would 
have had to recognize preemption claims in Yellowstone. H. R. Horr, who 
was residing near Mammoth Hot Springs prior to the Senate debate, de- 
manded recognition of his preemption claims after hearing about the pos- 
sibility of an “act laying off a portion of the Yellowstone for the purposes 
of a National Park.” 

Debate on the Yellowstone bill continued on January 30. Cornelius 
Cole opposed the legislation, arguing that settlers should have control 
over the area. “The geysers will remain no matter where the ownership of 
the land may be and I do not know why settlers should be excluded from 
a tract of land forty miles square,” he argued. “I cannot see how the natu- 
ral curiosities can be interfered with if settlers are allowed to approach 
them.” Lyman Trumbull responded by attacking California’s management 
of Yosemite State Park: “I think our experience with the wonderful natural 
curiosity [Yosemite] .. . in the senator’s own State, should admonish us of 
the propriety of passing such a bill as this.” Yosemite's failure under state 
control had convinced Trumbull of the need for a federal park. He alleged: 
“[T ]he Yosemite Valley ... we have undertaken to reserve, but there is a 
dispute about it. Now, before there is any dispute as to this wonderful 
country, I hope we shall except it from the general disposition of the public 
lands and reserve it to the Government.” With the backing of Trumbull, 
the bill passed in the Senate.*® 

The House debate also reflected the impetus for federal control. 
Republican congressman Henry Laurens Dawes of Massachusetts com- 
mented that the Yellowstone bill 


[f Jollows the analogy of the bill passed by Congress six or eight years 
ago, setting apart the Yosemite valley and the “big tree country” for 
the public park, with this difference: that that bill granted to the State 
of California the jurisdiction over that land beyond the control of the 
United States. This bill reserves the control over the land, and preserves 
the control over it to the United States, so that at any time when it shall 
appear that it will be better to devote it to any other purpose it will be 
perfectly within the control of the United States to do it. 


Dawes explained that the federal government could better “preserve 
that country [Yellowstone] from depredations” than territorial or state 
governments. The bill, he continued, “will infringe upon no vested rights, 
the title to it will still remain in the United States, different from the case 
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of Yosemite valley, where it now requires the coordinate legislative action 
of Congress and the State of California to interfere with the title.” The 
Yellowstone bill cleared the House by a vote of 115 to 65, with 60 abstain- 
ing. On March 5, 1872, President Ulysses S. Grant signed it.*” 

The New York Times believed that the creation of Yellowstone National 
Park provided an example for the “salvation” of Yosemite. The paper ar- 
gued that Yosemite should be converted from a state park to a national 
park. “There is yet a way by which the Yosemite can be saved,” the Times 
explained. “Congress is already considering the expediency of preserving 
the wonderful Yellowstone region from profanation, by converting it into a 
national park. Every argument in favor of this scheme will apply with equal 
force to the Yosemite Valley.” Ifthe government transformed Yosemite into 
a national park, the valley would “remain a place which we can proudly 
show to the benighted European as proof of what nature—under a repub- 
lican form of government—can accomplish in the great West.” A majority 
of Republicans had broken with the free-soil beliefs of George Julian and 
Cornelius Cole. Cole and Julian thought that the creation of nature parks 
threatened homestead and preemption laws—laws that had been achieved 
after decades of slaveholder opposition. Republicans such as Frederick 
Law Olmsted, Lyman Trumbull, and Samuel Pomeroy, however, believed 
that nature parks showcased America’s republican government—a gov- 
ernment, they believed, saved during the Civil War.** 
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CUtpe 


SEEKING PEACE IN THE SOUTH AND WEST 


My Policy is Peace. When I said, “Let us have peace,” I meant it. I want peace on the 


Plains as everywhere else.— Ulysses S. Grant 


Union victory in the Civil War presented the Republican Party with an 
unprecedented opportunity to shape the nation as it pleased. When John 
Wilkes Booth assassinated Abraham Lincoln in April 1865, the party en- 
joyed a commanding majority in both the House of Representatives and 
the U.S. Senate. In the proceeding years, Republicans debated answers to 
the tricky questions posed by the Confederacy’s surrender. Would Con- 
federate officers and the leaders of secession be punished for treason? On 
what terms would seceded states rejoin the Union? What would happen 
to the slaves who secured freedom during the war? In addition to these 
questions regarding the South, Americans contemplated the future of the 
West. In answering, Republicans turned to the agrarian ideology culti- 
vated during a decade of sectional strife and four years of war. The best 
citizens, Republicans believed, were small farmers because they used the 
soil wisely, were loyal to the Union, and advanced quickly to higher levels 
of civilization. In the 1850s, however, “citizens” meant free white men. Due 
to the revolutionary changes brought by the war, Republicans believed 
that citizenship should expand to include African Americans and Indians. 
Colonization, the “solution” to emancipation once offered by Abraham 
Lincoln and Hinton Helper, seemed unviable to Republicans. The violent 
extermination of Indian peoples—seen at the 1864 Sand Creek Massacre, 
where over 100 Cheyennes and Arapahos died at the hands of Colorado 
militia—appeared repulsive to some. 

Yet, citizenship for both African Americans and Indians hinged upon 
their acceptance of Anglo-American culture, religion, and—the subject of 
this chapter—land-use ideals. Republicans believed that once given small 
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plots of land, former slaves and Indians could learn the latest methods 
of soil conservation from government schools. By using techniques that 
conserved the soil, people could stay on the same tract of land for many 
years, building communities that were loyal to the Union. Northern policy 
makers did not want to industrialize the South and the West. Instead, 
linking proper land use with a clean environment and a stable social struc- 
ture, they intended to promote farming communities and strengthen the 
yeomanry that provided the foundation for republican government. Re- 
publicans ignored alternative visions of “civilization” and government, es- 
pecially those voiced by Indians. 

People usually see little connection between the South and the West 
during Reconstruction, traditionally defined as the years between 1863 
and 1877. What, after all, links emancipation, the Freedmen’s Bureau, and 
the federal occupation of the South with the “Peace Policy” promoted by 
Ulysses S. Grant? Elliott West, the great historian of the American West, 
presents an answer in his book The Last Indian War: The Nez Perce Story. 
West argues that the period is better termed “the Greater Reconstruction” 
because “far western expansion and the Civil War .. . raised similar issues.” 
One of the key issues was how to incorporate Indian peoples, southern 
whites, and freed blacks into the nation after the Civil War. West notes 
that “Washington’s answers for East and West were much the same. Freed- 
people and Indians would ultimately be citizens. They would be ushered 
in, assimilated, via strikingly similar programs of Christian mission, com- 
mon school education, and integration into the economy of agriculture 
and the manual arts.” The main contention of this chapter is that Repub- 
licans had an environmental view of citizenship. Proper citizens, besides 
becoming Christian and adopting Victorian values, farmed the soil in ways 
deemed by white Americans to be responsible. African Americans, corre- 
sponding to their prewar desires for land, bought into the program. The 
violent opposition of southern whites, however, blocked land redistribu- 
tion efforts in the South. Many Indians did not embrace the Republican 
view of citizenship, wanting to maintain a hunting-and-gathering lifestyle 
deemed “barbaric” by most whites. Yet, since forcing tribes to adopt farm- 
ing aligned with the views of many western whites, who stood to gain land 
when the federal government compelled Indians to live on smaller plots, 
“reconstruction” continued in the West, culminating in Henry L. Dawes’s 
allotment act of 1887.1 

Reconstruction began in December 1863 after the United States gained 
control of most of Tennessee, Arkansas, and Louisiana. President Abraham 
Lincoln took command of the process, issuing a “Proclamation of Amnesty 
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and Reconstruction” offering full pardons and restoration of all property 
except slaves to any rebel who would swear allegiance to the United States 
and recognize all legislative and executive orders regarding slavery. When 
10 percent of the 1860 voting population accepted these terms, citizens 
could establish a state government recognized by the United States. These 
governments would have to accept emancipation in areas where the proc- 
lamation applied, but Lincoln only gave limited support for black suffrage 
in the affected states. He advised Louisiana's provisional governor in early 
1864, “I barely suggest for your private consideration, whether some of the 
colored people be let in—as for instance, the very intelligent and especially 
those who have fought gallantly in our ranks.” Early Reconstruction policy 
did not promote black citizenship or deal with Indian tribes; the focus, 
instead, was on the war. Lincoln believed that a less-burdensome Recon- 
struction would end the conflict sooner, giving Confederates less to fight 
for. Maintaining the loyalty of strategically critical border states such as 
Kentucky and Maryland—both hostile to any radical social change—was 
also crucial. Furthermore, he still believed that there was significant white 
Unionist sentiment in the South, sentiment that only needed encourage- 
ment to reassert itself. Finally, Lincoln had to consider the opinions of 
Democrats, who made up just under half of the northern population and, 
by and large, were hostile to emancipation.’ 

Republicans in Congress also tried to form southern Reconstruction 
policy. Motivated by different concerns than the president, congressional 
Republicans— especially Radicals such as Charles Sumner, George Julian, 
Samuel Pomeroy, Benjamin Wade, and Thaddeus Stevens—believed that 
the United States should smash the slaveholding oligarchy and remake 
the South in the image of the North’s farming communities. Observing 
the long history of legislative defeats at the hands of southern Demo- 
crats, they also believed that the Republicans must become a national 
party with freed slaves and southern Unionists forming a southern wing. 
George Julian asserted that the North should “convert the rebel States 
into conquered provinces, remanding them to the status of mere Territo- 
ries,’ which would allow Congress to implement sweeping social change. 
Though Lincoln was closer to Julian’s sentiments than he was to conserva- 
tive Democrats, his primary objective was winning the war. Radicals, as 
Julian noted, not only wanted to win the war but also aimed to transform 
southern society.® 

Congressional Republicans flexed their power by refusing to seat the 
delegates elected by the Arkansas and Louisiana governments under Lin- 
coln’s plan. Ohio Radical Benjamin Wade and Maryland Unionist Henry 
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Winter Davis offered an alternative on July 2, 1864. This plan stipulated 
that only people who took a so-called Ironclad Oath of allegiance to the 
federal government could serve in constitutional conventions forming new 
state governments. The oath required people to swear that they had never 
supported the Confederacy and had always been loyal to the Union. In 
1864 there was no chance that the southern states could fulfill this charge. 
Congress aimed to delay the creation of Reconstruction policy until the 
end of the war, when the focus would be on remaking southern society 
instead of winning the military struggle. Lincoln responded by pocket 
vetoing the legislation, citing concerns that the plan would undermine 
Louisiana’s new government. Wade and Davis penned a manifesto on Au- 
gust 5, 1864, accusing Lincoln of perpetrating a “studied outrage on the 
legislative authority of the people.”* 

In the summer of 1864, congressional rebellion against the president 
reached a fever pitch. Not all of the anger had to do with Reconstruc- 
tion; Republicans feared that military failures doomed Lincoln’s reelec- 
tion chances. They moved to replace him with a more-radical candidate: 
Salmon Chase, the treasury secretary. Samuel Pomeroy, future sponsor of 
the Yellowstone Park legislation, led the effort. “Mr. Lincoln seems to be 
joyful in our adversity!!!” Pomeroy complained to his close friend Anna E. 
Dickinson, “[a]nd approaches some of us who urged him ‘against his own 
better judgment as he says, to deploy negroes to help ‘fight our battles’!!!! 
O. My God! When will he learn that this is a war for mankind[?]” The 
Kansan issued a “circular” outlining the reasons the Republicans should 
drop Lincoln. If Lincoln were reelected, Pomeroy warned, “his manifest 
tendency toward compromises and temporary expedients will become 
stronger during a second term . . . and the cause of human liberty and the 
dignity and honor of the nation, suffer proportionately.’ Pomeroy attacked 
Lincoln for failing to act against slavery earlier. He stated in a congressio- 
nal speech: “Slavery committed the overt acts of rebellion and treason. . .. 
[W Jhat could have been clearer than the cause of the rebellion? What easier 
than then and there to have pronounced upon the means for its overthrow? 
But how slow [the administration] was to learn the lesson of events, to 
comprehend the magnitude of the struggle.”® 

Salmon Chase’s platform provided a glimpse into the Radical goals 
for Reconstruction. Pomeroy, in a speech promoting Chase, demanded 
“amendments to the Federal Constitution as shall prohibit slavery wher- 
ever the flag of the Union floats, with suitable encouragement to a gen- 
eral system of education, in order that suffrage shall be intelligent as well 
as free, thus furnishing additional guarantee for the perpetuity of our 
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liberties.” The call for education followed the theory that freed people 
could be assimilated into the country through public schools. Pomeroy 
also urged “the confiscation of the property of leading rebels, and inau- 
guration of republican governments in all the districts of rebellion” to en- 
sure a more equitable distribution of land in the South. The program also 
included a plan for the West. Pomeroy stated the need for “the extension 
of suitable aid for the construction of a railway across the continent, for 
the better union of the Atlantic and Pacific States, and their easier defense 
against possible foreign enemies.” If America accomplished these tasks, 
the nation would be redeemed in the eyes of the world. “To close the war in 
this way,’ Pomeroy concluded, “will be most gratifying to mankind.’ Con- 
gressional Radicals wanted to impose their prewar vision of a prosperous 
society where families farmed small plots of land and accessed the na- 
tional market through railroads throughout both the South and the West.° 

Union victories at Atlanta and in the Shenandoah valley revived Lin- 
coln’s election fortunes and doomed Radical plans to replace the president 
with his own treasury secretary. In the first months of 1865, moreover, 
the Radicals felt that the sixteenth president was on their side. German 
emigrant and Radical Republican Carl Schurz recalled: “Had he lived, he 
would have as ardently wished to stop bloodshed and to reunite all the 
States, as he ever did. But is it to be supposed for a moment that, seeing 
the later master class in the South . . . intent upon subjecting the freed- 
men again to a system very much akin to slavery, Lincoln would have con- 
sented to abandon those freedmen to the mercies of the master class?” On 
January 31, 1865, the House, by a vote of 119 to 65, passed the Thirteenth 
Amendment abolishing slavery. Lincoln supported the legislation and 
quickly passed it on to the states.” 

Abraham Lincoln also supported the creation of the Freedmen’s Bureau, 
an entirely new government agency, in March 1865. First advocated by 
northern philanthropists in the American Freedmen’s Inquiry Commis- 
sion, the bureau promoted education, rebuilding, and poverty relief in 
the South. The bureau, though never intended to be a permanent depart- 
ment, also recognized freedmen as citizens with civil rights. Support for 
the bureau increased in Congress because of changing racial attitudes, a 
belief that the benefits of “civilization” needed to be extended southward, 
and a persistent notion that land redistribution could create a southern 
yeomanry. Massachusetts Republican congressman Charles Dawes Eliot 
relayed a message from the northern philanthropists on February 2, 1865, 
explaining that “we have found the freedman easy to manage, beyond even 
our best hopes; willing and able to fight as a soldier; willing and able to 
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work, as a laborer; willing and able to learn as a pupil; docile, patient, 
affectionate, grateful.” The groups demanded “the immediate creation of 
a bureau of emancipation, charged with the study of plans and the ex- 
ecution of measures for easing, guiding, and in every way judiciously and 
humanely aiding the passage of our emancipated” into freedom. This bu- 
reau could then apply “the sound canon of civilization’—education—‘“to 
the freedmen.”* 

Another function of the organization was to lease “confiscated and 
abandoned lands” to freedmen, giving them the option to buy forty acres 
at the end of three years. As Charles Sumner explained, “The freedmen for 
weary generations have fertilized these lands with their sweat. The time 
has come when they should enjoy the results of their labor at least for a 
few months.” Such redistribution, Justin Morrill of Vermont believed, was 
the only means to provide “personal protection” and “personal security” 
for freedmen’s rights. Freedmen sympathizer Lydia Maria Child wrote to 
George Julian: “The old Satanic fire will long remain in the ashes of the 
rebellion. If those tyrannical oligarchs have their land monopoly restored, 
they will trample on the blacks and the poor whites, as of old. Those mam- 
moth plantations ought to be divided into small farms, and an allotted 
number of acres given to the soldiers, white and black.” The consensus 
seemed clear. With Union victory in the war, the Republicans wanted to 
punish Confederates and incorporate southern blacks into the nation by 
offering the freedmen small farms.° 

Lincoln’s assassination on April 15, 1865, halted the Radicals’ plans. 
At first, many believed that Andrew Johnson, Lincoln's successor, would 
follow the course laid out by Congress. Carl Schurz, for instance, believed 
Johnson’s declaration that “the principal traitors should be hanged and 
the rest at least impoverished” to mean that large plantations would be 
“taken from them and sold in small parcels to farmers.” George Julian was 
more on target when he noted that Johnson “was, at heart, as decided a 
hater of the negro and of everything savoring of abolitionism, as the reb- 
els from whom he had separated.” Schurz was surprised on May 29, 1865, 
when Johnson issued two executive proclamations outlining a new Re- 
construction policy. The first proclamation restored property rights to all 
those who pledged loyalty to the Union and acquiescence in emancipation. 
High-ranking Confederate officials, men who had sworn oaths of loyalty 
to the United States before the war, and owners of property valued at over 
$20,000 dollars had to apply to Johnson individually for pardons. The 
second proclamation presented a Reconstruction plan for North Carolina. 
Johnson appointed William W. Holden, a wartime Unionist, as governor 
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of the state and asked him to frame a new constitution that included the 
voting qualifications from the prewar constitution. This action meant that 
southern blacks would have no voting rights. Johnson’s first proclamation, 
meanwhile, undercut the ability of the Freedmen’s Bureau to lease “con- 
fiscated” land to former slaves because the lands now had to be given back 
to pardoned Confederates. Johnson did not share the view of Republican 
Radicals like Schurz and Julian that the South should be a region of small 
farms tended by black and white yeomen. Instead, Johnson wanted the 
South to revert to the social structure of the 1850s."° 

Soldiers, journalists, politicians, judges, and presidential envoys visited 
the South in the months after the announcement of Johnson’s policy to de- 
termine its effects on the region. The observations of these travelers were 
critical in sparking congressional opposition to Johnson and forming new 
Reconstruction plans. Republican visitors argued that the former Confed- 
eracy could only be reincorporated into the Union if the region adopted 
northern land-use ideals. They called for the federal government to break 
up the large plantations of slave owners and give the land to those men 
who remained loyal: former slaves and white Unionists. By giving small 
farms to black men, Confederates could be prevented from returning to 
power. By owning land, former slaves could become independent of south- 
ern whites, allowing them to better defend their political rights. While 
many Radicals genuinely believed in equal political rights for freed slaves, 
they realized that many of their constituents in the North did not. Publicly, 
they deemed black citizenship and land redistribution as punishments for 
rebels, steps toward reunion, and means to avoid a lengthy occupation. If 
former slaves had political power and owned land, Republicans believed, 
they could defend themselves without a lengthy U.S. Army presence in 
the South. The soil itself would also become more productive if tended by 
small farmers. 

Securing union wasthe most important objective during Reconstruction. 
Observers tied union to land-use patterns, believing that wealthy land- 
owners were responsible for secession. Soldiers on occupation duty often 
derided planters as the “chivalry.” Matthew Woodruff, a Democrat serving 
in a Missouri Union infantry regiment, served in the South from June to 
December 1865. Woodruff hated southern slaveholders. In New Orleans, 
he observed: “The pomp & pride of southern chivalry has no charms for 
me.’ Unfortunately, the “chivalry” had yet to be crushed. In October 1865, 
Woodruff noted: “Go where you will & you will hear barefaced Trason 
uttered in the strongest terms, even the Public Press does not hesitate to 
pitch its vile rebukes right into the teeth of the authorities.” The election in 
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November restored many rebels to power, sending Woodruff into a rage, 
leading him to support giving power to southern loyalists. “There is not 
9 out of 10 of these so called “‘Whiped’ traitors,’ Woodruff fumed, “that I 
would trust until I saw the rope applied to their Necks, then I would only 
have faith in the quality of the rope.” Yet, he continued, “here we see them 
evry [sic] day restored to all their former rights & privileges, put in office 
and other responsible positions in the North as well as South where the 
true patriot and loveing defender of his country and the only self deserving 
men of our country, is refused." 

John Richard Dennett, a correspondent for the Nation, also visited 
the South in the summer of 1865. The Nation, whose backers included 
Frederick Law Olmsted and abolitionist Wendell Phillips Garrison 
(the son of William Lloyd Garrison), had a decidedly radical agenda. 
The magazine strived to report on “the progress made by the colored 
population in acquiring the habits and desires of civilized life,” “to promote 
‘true democratic principles’ in government and in society,” and to support 
“popular education.” Dennett told readers that only “secessionists” believed 
that “the Negro was not fit to vote.” He found lazy whites “loafing about 
the streets, without any ostensible means of making a living.” To Dennett, 
black freedmen had a better chance of becoming ideal yeomen. “It is to 
the custom of the country,’ he elaborated, “which throws all work upon 
the Negroes, that the general idleness must in great part be attributed.” 
The poorest whites, Dennett implied, were lower in civilization than black 
people. He commented on two women who “both seemed the poorest of 
whites, dirty and wretched to the last degree,” concluding that “[i]t would 
have been useless, I suppose, to counsel [them] to cleanliness or indus- 
try or decency of manners and morals.” The journalist contrasted these 
scenes to a political gathering of “colored citizens” at the “African Meth- 
odist church” in Raleigh, North Carolina. The well-dressed and eloquent 
men discussed their desire for “education for our children” and to “to have 
all the oppressive laws which make unjust discrimination on account of 
race or color wiped from the statutes of the State.’ Above them was a “large 
plaster bust of Lincoln” with the words “with malice toward none, with 
charity for all, with firmness in the right” inscribed. Compared to the “un- 
intelligent, as well as uneducated; narrow-minded men” in control of the 
government, these loyal black people deserved the vote.” 

Sidney Andrews, a correspondent for the more-moderate Boston 
Advertiser and Chicago Tribune, reported on conditions in North Car- 
olina, South Carolina, and Georgia in the fall of 1865. Andrews was 
shocked at the “prevalent indifference to the negro’s fate and life. It is a 
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sad, but solemn fact, that three fourths of the native whites consider him 
a nuisance, and would gladly be rid of his presence, even at the expense of 
his existence.” Former rebels were threatening to regain control of the re- 
gion and reestablish what Andrews called an “aristocracy. South Carolina 
was, he explained, “republican in name, but not in fact; while the whole 
under-current of her society set toward monarchical institutions. Every- 
body, even now dreads popular elections.” Andrews complained that the 
Johnson-appointed administration “was not a republican form of govern- 
ment” and the state “will not soon be, a republican community.” 

Evidence for these assertions came from Andrews’s observation of the 
state legislature's proceedings. One delegate, a Mr. L. W. R. Blair, wanted 
to “enact such laws as are needful to prevent negroes and persons of color 
from engaging in any business or pursuit but such as involves manual 
labor.” The provisional governor attacked congressional leaders for for- 
getting “that this is a white man’s government, and intended for white 
men only; and that the Supreme Court of the United States has decided 
that the negro is not an American citizen under the Federal Constitution.” 
Andrews concluded that the group had “no special love for the Union” 
and planned to “repeal” rather than “annul” the state secession ordinance, 
thus surreptitiously affirming secession. Just like Dennett, Andrews found 
black men to be ideal material for a southern yeomanry. While unrepen- 
tant rebels affirmed the right to secede and inveighed against “black Re- 
publicans,” Andrews found a freedmen’s “convention” in North Carolina 
appealing. The freed slaves wanted to “live soberly and honestly, work 
faithfully and industriously, save money and buy a few acres of land .. . 
and educate themselves and their children.” Compared to the former se- 
cessionists, the freedmen “presented their claims with more dignity” and 
deserved to have a voice in the new state government. The stated aims of 
the freemen to “buy a few acres of land” and “live soberly and honestly” 
seemed to be in lockstep with the Republican ideal of citizenship.“ 

J. T. Trowbridge also traveled south in the summer of 1865 to write a 
book about conditions in the region. Even in West Virginia, Trowbridge 
was amazed at the continued strength of rebel sentiment. “The war-feeling 
here is like a burning bush with a wet blanket wrapped around it,” he ob- 
served. “[L]Jooked at from the outside, the fire seems quenched. But just 
peep under the blanket, and there it is, all alive, and eating, eating in.” 
After moving into northern Virginia, Trowbridge found the rebel senti- 
ment stronger. Disunion—”the serpent of a barbarous despotism’—still 
threatened the republic. Slavery, Trowbridge believed, caused disunion 
and barbaric behavior. The burning of Richmond, “like [the ] assassination 
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of Lincoln, like the systematic murder of Union prisoners at Andersonville 
and elsewhere, —like these and countless other barbarous acts which have 
branded the Rebel cause with infamy, —this too was inspired by the spirit 
of slavery, and performed in the interest of slavery. That spirit, destructive 
of liberty and law . . . was the father of the rebellion.” Trowbridge believed 
that empowering former slaves and white Unionists would extinguish the 
smoldering embers of secession. In place of secessionists, he wrote, “we 
may for some years hope to see a very different class of men . . . before 
kept aloof from political life, men new to the Congressional arena, and 
therefore more susceptible to the regenerating influence of national ideas 
and institutions.” Black people were “far better prepared to have a hand in 
making the laws by which they are to be governed, than the whites are to 
make those laws for them.” 

Connecting wise land use with loyalty to the Union, visitors to the South 
offered suggestions on how to improve farming, hoping to impose a north- 
ern ideal of agriculture on the region. Similar to Frederick Law Olmsted 
and the soldiers cited in chapter 3, they believed that slavery had exhausted 
the soil. Redistributing large plantations to yeomen farmers—black and 
white—and diversifying crop production would bring agricultural prosper- 
ity to the region and encourage loyal sentiments. J. T. Trowbridge believed 
that slavery had poisoned the land. Trowbridge had a “bright young colored 
girl’ guide his party “to the spot where John Brown’s gallows stood”: “She 
led us into the wilderness of weeds . . . the country all around us lay utterly 
desolate, without enclosures, and without cultivation.” Even the bountiful 
Shenandoah valley, ifit “had not been the best part of Virginia... would long 
ago have been spoiled by the ruinous system of agriculture in use here.” 
The decrepit built environment also seemed to reflect the South's low level 
of civilization. “(Worse roads are not often seen in a civilized country,’ 
Trowbridge wrote of Manassas Junction, Virginia. “It makes me mad to see 
people drive over and around these bad places... and never think of mend- 
ing ‘em! A little work with a shovel would save no end of lost time, and 
wear and tear, and broken wagons; but it’s never done.” He concluded: “In 
travelling through the South one sees many plantations ruined for some 
years to come by improper cultivation.”"® 

Virginia seemed to epitomize everything that was wrong agriculturally 
with the former “great Slave Empire.” At Richmond, Trowbridge “passed 
amid the same desolate scenes which I had everywhere observed since 
I set foot upon the soil of Virginia, —old fields and undergrowths, with 
signs of human life so feeble and so few, that one began to wonder where 


144 Seeking Peace in the South and West 


the country population of the Old Dominion was to be found.” Trowbridge 
was amazed “at the petty and shiftless system of farming [he] witnessed 
around the city.” He continued with a direct comparison between the 
farms of the North and the South. “All the region between Fredericksburg 
and Richmond,” Trowbridge wrote, “seems not only uninhabited now, but 
always to have been so, —at least to the eye familiar with New England 
farms and villages .. . large and fertile Virginia, with eight times the area 
of Massachusetts, scarcely, equals in population that barren little State.” 
The end result, he concluded, was “that where Southern State pride sees 
prosperous settlements, the travelling Yankee discovers little more than 
uncultivated wastes.” Near Chancellorsville, Trowbridge reported one 
conversation with a white southern Unionist describing agriculture under 
slavery. “This is mighty good land,” the man told him, “clay bottom; holds 
manure jest like a chany bowl does water. But the rich ones jest scratched 
over a little on’t with their slave labor, and let the rest go.” The man con- 
tinued: “What was the result? Young men would go off to the West, if they 
was enterpris’n and leave them that wa’n’t enterpris’n hyer to home. Then 
as the old heads died off, the farms would run down.” 

That Unionist, Trowbridge alleged, knew the solution to Virginia's 
agricultural problems. “The way it generally is,” the man described, “a few 
own too much and the rest own noth’n’. I know hundreds of thousands of 
acres of land put to no use, which, if it was cut up into little farms, would 
make the country look thrifty.” Already, Trowbridge celebrated, “North- 
ern men and northern methods are coming into [the Shenandoah] Valley 
as sure as water runs down-hill. It is the greatest corn, wheat, and grass 
country in the world.” Near Richmond, he noted that the Freedmen’s Bu- 
reau was supporting small farmers, helping transform Virginia agricul- 
ture. “To the small farmers about the city” the bureau issued “ploughs, 
spades, shovels, and other much needed implements—for the war had 
beaten pitchforks into bayonets.” Trowbridge met a man from New Jersey 
who was introducing free labor and multicrop agriculture. The farmer 
commented, “I found the land worn out, like nearly all the land in the 
country. The way Virginia folks have spoilt their farms . . . first, if there 
was timber, they burnt it off and put a good coat of ashes on the soil. Then 
they raised tobacco three or four years. Then corn, till the soil got run out 
and they couldn't raise anything. Then they went to putting on guano; 
which was like giving rum to an exhausted man; it just stimulated the 
soil till all the strength that was left was burnt out.’ Now, Trowbridge 
proudly noted, under new management, the farm “looked like an oasis in 
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the desert.’ The built environment could change as well. Harper's Ferry, 
he observed, “redeemed from slavery and opened to Northern enterprise, 
should become a beautiful and busy town.”® 

Trowbridge commented directly on the ideal form of land use when 
visiting eastern Tennessee. He stayed with a white family that had “five 
hundred acres of land.’ Yet, since only a father and son “did the work” 
and the family “never owned negroes,” they only had “thirty six [acres ] 
under cultivation.” Owning a smaller amount of land, Trowbridge seemed 
to imply, was more reasonable for individual families. The northerner pro- 
ceeded to lecture the two men on “not having kept up their cleared fields 
by proper cultivation, and preserved their forests.’ In particular, he sug- 
gested that they use the “natural manures” accumulating on the farm as 
fertilizer. This advice came straight from the “agricultural permanence” 
literature popular in the North starting in the 1820s. Yet, when Trowbridge 
made his suggestions about manures, the men responded: “We just throw 
them [the manures] out, and let them get trampled and washed away. We 
can’t haul out and spread.” Trowbridge continued: “In vain I remonstrated 
against this system of farming: Mr. — replied that he was brought up to it, 
and could not learn another.” North Carolina was different. Upon arrival 
in the state, Trowbridge found that “the natural features of the country 
improved; the appearance of its farms improved still more. North Caro- 
lina farmers used manures, and work with their own hands. They treat the 
soil more generously than their South Carolina neighbors, and it repays 
them.” Connecting land use and small farming to Union support, Trow- 
bridge concluded: “[T Jhe small farmers of North Carolina are a plain, old- 
fashioned, upright, ignorant class of men.... Yet, many of these are men of 
a strong sense as any in the State ... and they were generally Union men.” 

Freed blacks offered the best hope for transforming plantation lands 
from ruin to plenty, proving that they could be sturdy yeomen and citi- 
zens. Trowbridge encountered one village near the James River that “was 
surrounded by freedmen’s farms occupying the abandoned plantations of 
recent Rebels. The crops looked well, though the soil was said to be poor. 
Indeed, this was by far the thriftiest portion of Virginia I had seen.’ Even 
though the farmhouses “were very generally built of split boards . . . there 
was an air of neatness and comfort about them.” At Petersburg, Trow- 
bridge saw “evidences of reviving agriculture ... a good crop of corn had 
been raised and some five and thirty negro men and women were be- 
ginning the harvest. There was no white man about the place; but they 
told me they were working on their own account.” As a matter of pol- 
icy, Trowbridge argued, the federal government should promote black 
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homesteads. He quoted the assistant commissioner of the Freedmen’s 
Bureau in Mississippi, who said: “There is no more industrious class of 
people anywhere than the freedmen who have little homesteads of their 
own. The colonies under my charge, working lands assigned them by the 
government, have raised this year ten thousand bales of cotton, besides 
corn and vegetables for their subsistence until another harvest.” At Jef- 
ferson Davis's former plantation in Mississippi, Trowbridge witnessed the 
ideal landscape. “The signal success of the colony,’ he wrote, “indicates 
the future of free labor in the South and the eventual division of the large 
plantations into homesteads to be sold or rented to small farmers. This 
system suits the freedmen better than any other; and under it he is indus- 
trious, prosperous, and happy.”° 

With land, African Americans could become citizens. While in Virginia, 
Trowbridge celebrated that “mothers and daughters of the first families 
of Virginia sat serene and uncomplaining in the atmosphere of mothers 
and daughters of the despised race, late their slaves or their neighbors, 
but now citizens like themselves.” Black land ownership would also allow 
the federal government to eventually end its occupation. In Louisiana, he 
wrote, “the fact that the freedmen had no independent homes, but lived 
in negro-quarters at the will of the owner, placed him under great dis- 
advantages, which the presence of the Bureau was necessary to counter- 
act.” Trowbridge wrote that former slaves seemed to support the Radical 
Republican’s agenda. A man living in Richmond, he reported, “rather ex- 
pected that the lands of their Rebel masters would be given them, insisting 
that they ought to have some reward for all their years of unrequited toil.” 
At Hampton, Virginia, Trowbridge conveyed that “the height of the freed- 
men’s ambition was to have little homes of their own . . . and to work for 
themselves. And who could blame this simple, strong instinct, since it was 
not only pointing them the way of their own prosperity, but serving also the 
needs of the country.” Freedom and citizenship came from land ownership. 
“In order to be altogether free,’ Trowbridge wrote, “and to enjoy the fruits 
of their freedom, they [freed slaves] must have homes of their own.””! 

Sidney Andrews also commented on the exhausted fields of the 
plantation South. Where small farms predominated, Andrews found 
prosperity and beauty. He commented that “western North Carolina is 
suggestive of Pennsylvania ... it abounds in small farms rather than in 
large plantations; and corn, not cotton, is the principal product. There 
are apple orchards and many peach-trees, some fences, and occasionally 
a comfortable and pleasantly situated farm house.” Milledgeville, Georgia, 
however, was decidedly unappetizing. “Its private residences,’ Andrews 
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sneered, “are neither large nor pretty, and the general aspect of the town 
is dirty, slovenly, and shiftless. It has a filthy river on the east, and lowland 
piney woods on the south, west, and north.’ Charleston, South Carolina, 
was similar: “A city of ruins, of desolation, of vacant houses, of widowed 
women, of rotting wharves, of deserted warehouses, of wild-weed gardens, 
of miles of grass-grown streets, of acres of pitiful and voiceful barrenness— 
that, is Charleston.’”? 

Andrews believed that the built environment of the South and the bad 
manners of its inhabitants provided proof of the region’s barbarism. Ar- 
riving in South Carolina in September 1865, Andrews had heard “a great 
deal about the superior civilization of the South.” When he arrived at his 
hotel, the true “quality of this boasted Southern civilization” became ap- 
parent. Andrews, noting the “rickety centre table, a sort of writing-desk, 
the wreck of a piano,’ and a “horribly filthy” table-spread, claimed that 
such an establishment “could not receive a week’s support in any com- 
munity of any State from Maine to the Rocky Mountains.” He sighed, 
noting the South’s failure to modernize on northern standards. “Yet here 
it lives on and on, year after year, a witness for Southern civilization. Let 
us call things by their right names, —then shall we say Southern barba- 
rism.” As for education, Andrews commented that the “average Southern 
head doesn’t show near as much intellectual force and vigor as the aver- 
age Northern head; and the beauty of the South is solely in the faces 
of its young women—half of it at least in the faces of its mulatto and 
quadroon girls.” Many poor whites, he continued, “must be simply called 
vagabonds. They are generally without fixed home and without definite 
occupation. They are always thinly clad, their habitations are mere hov- 
els, they are entirely uneducated, and many of them are hardly above 
beasts in their habits.” 

The only hope for the region was promoting small farms and convincing 
the people to practice better agriculture. How southern white families now 
survived, after “the propping hands of the negroes [had been] taken away,’ 
was “a mystery” to Andrews. Similar to Trowbridge, Andrews made the 
claim that former slaves would make better farmers than “poor whites.” 
While in Goldsboro, North Carolina, in October 1865, he wrote: “I am 
certain there can be no lower class of people than the North Carolina ‘clay 
eaters,—this being the local name for the poor whites. . . . They are lazy 
and thriftless, mostly choose to live by begging or pilfering, and are more 
unreliable as farm hands than the worst of the negroes.”** 

John Richard Dennett was explicit in his indictment of southern 
agriculture and his suggestions for improvement. He observed that many 
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men in Virginia “owned five and six thousand acres of land.’ If only these 
“half-cleared tracts [could] be broken up into small farms,” the “soil 
would yield a product fourfold greater than now.” Dennett believed that 
“an intelligent and industrious yeomanry composed of colored Virgin- 
ians” could become the new leaders of society. Near Lynchburg, Virginia, 
there was ample opportunity for agricultural plenty, but slaveholders had 
failed to take advantage of the resources. “The soil seemed fertile,’ Den- 
nett noted; “there was an abundance of timber, the apple trees and the 
late peach trees were laden with fruit, and all the crops appeared to be 
thriving well. Indian corn was everywhere, and I saw occasional patches 
of cotton, tobacco, and broom-corn growing near the houses[;].. . but 
a small portion of the land is under cultivation.” One man reckoned that 
“Massachusetts was ahead of Virginia because more emigrants came 
there and there were more small farms.” North Carolina appeared even 
worse off. The houses there were “seldom more than a log hut; in the 
brown expanse of cleared land many of the pines have been girdled, and 
hundreds of the lofty stems, bleached white, are standing and leaning at 
every angle.” Dennett met a farmer in Fayetteville who was astonished 
to hear that farms in Minnesota and Ohio could produce “sixty bushels 
[an acre] of wheat.” Similar to J. T. Trowbridge, Dennett offered testi- 
mony from former slaves expressing their desire for small farms. A man 
named Lewis from Baton Rouge, Louisiana, told Dennett on February 
27, 1866, that “land was a great thing for a man, and made him free and 
his own man.”?° 

South Carolina and Georgia were equally decrepit, as Dennett described 
near Kingstree, South Carolina: “The surface is very flat and traversed 
by many sluggish streams; pine barrens alternate with swamps, and by 
far the larger portion of the country is covered with forests.” Dennett 
explained that wealthy planters owning large tracts of land created this 
ugly landscape. “The clearing of the small farmer is rarely seen,’ he ob- 
served. “[T he fields of the great plantations spread wide on either hand 
till their bounding lines of woods appear as irregular black walls.” Dennett 
continued: “The valleys of the creeks and rivers are possessed by the rich 
planters, [while] the poor whites, whose local designation is ‘backwoods 
people,” live in “dwellings . .. seldom to be seen from the public thorough- 
fares.” The Boston native summarized his views of the southern environ- 
ment while traveling from Macon to Columbus in Georgia. The journey, 
he wrote, had “little to interest one who has previously travelled for any 
considerable distance in the South. All along the road is the familiar scene 
of their desolate-looking forest.””° 
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Dennett also witnessed firsthand the controversy over land claims at 
Port Royal, South Carolina. The area had been under Union control since 
the spring of 1862, and the northern Freedmen’s Aid Commission had 
begun to teach former slaves how to farm the area. When Dennett arrived 
in November 1865, however, a number of the plots were reverting back 
to control by white planters pardoned by Andrew Johnson. While under 
slavery, “the cleared land [was] much more than half, fenceless, bushy, 
and unkempt. . . uncultivated.” Dennett believed that the black families, 
under tutelage from the commission, had made the land blossom. Unfor- 
tunately, the freedmen lost control and had to negotiate contracts with 
their former masters. When Dennett rode through Connecticut on his way 
back to Boston, he contrasted “the carefully cultivated farms, and all the 
other evidences of intelligence and industrious thrift, with the dreary re- 
gion I had just left, thinly peopled, full of uncleared forests and undrained 
swamps and sandy levels, the wretched railways and worse roads, the slov- 
enly plantations with their mean houses.””7 

Schools provided the solutions to these problems, having the potential 
to create an agrarian republic out of the former slave society. Sidney An- 
drews urged northerners “to bring here the conveniences and comforts 
of our Northern civilization, no less than the Northern idea of right 
and wrong, justice and injustice, humanity and inhumanity.’ Such was 
the “work ready for the hand of every New England man and woman.” 
These emigrants must teach whites “what the negro’s rights are, and the 
negro must be taught to wait patiently and wisely for the full recogni- 
tion of those rights in his own old home.” Andrews proclaimed: “Give 
them [former slaves] education, and all other good things must come 
in its train—give them that, and the shackling name ‘freedom’ will van- 
ish like a ghost of the night, as it is, and they will stand before the world 
in their own right as freemen.” Indeed, he believed, “the real question 
at issue in the South is not, ‘What shall be done with the negro?’ But 
‘What shall be done with the white?’” What truly troubled the journal- 
ist was that whites appeared to be uninterested in education. In South 
Carolina, he noted, “the ignorance of the great body of the whites is a 
fact that will astonish any observer conversant with the middle classes 
of the North. Travel where you will, and that sure indication of modern 
civilization, the school-house, is not to be found.” Black people, in turn, 
“all seem[_ed] anxious to read—many of them appearing to have a notion 
that thereby will come honor and business.” Andrews hoped “the time 
would soon come when school-houses would be as numerous in Georgia 
as in Massachusetts.”?* 
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Trowbridge also believed that the solution was education—particularly 
for black people, which also would be a means to punish former slave own- 
ers. He could “fancy no finer stroke of poetical justice than the conversion 
of the seats on which the legislatures of the great slave empire [sat]... into 
seats and desks for little negro children learning to read.’ In fact, in the 
South, “the prospect for white common schools . . . [was] discouraging,” 
while “the prospect is better for the education of freedmen.’ The federal 
government, Trowbridge alleged, had a responsibility to protect freed- 
men’s schools from violence. He reported that “teachers were threatened 
and insulted, and school-houses broken into or burned. The better class of 
citizens—many of whom see the necessity of educating the negro now that 
he is free—while they have nothing to do with these acts of barbarism, are 
powerless to prevent them.””9 

The private letters of influential Radicals who visited the South were 
perhaps even more important than the accounts by Dennett, Andrews, 
and Trowbridge in determining Congressional Reconstruction policy. 
Salmon Chase, appointed chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court after his 
stint as treasury secretary, visited Hilton Head, South Carolina, in May 
1865. Chase reported that black people wanted the vote. “They attach a 
very great importance to the right of voting,” he explained to President 
Andrew Johnson, “more perhaps than to any other except that of per- 
sonal liberty.” Chase observed at a political meeting in Charleston: “The 
audience seemed quite as intelligent as a similar gathering in the North. 
The colored citizens of Charleston are more intelligent than elsewhere.” 
Citizenship, Chase implied, was connected to the environment in which 
the former slaves lived and worked. With the exception of a reference to 
“government employment,’ Chase's description of the ideal community at 
Hilton Head seemed to parallel George Julian’s hopes for Yosemite. As 
Chase described, “there is a populous colored village on this Island, named 
Mitchell after General Mitchell. The number of inhabitants is about three 
thousand. They have a church, a minister, & schools. A few cultivate the 
soil in large & small parcels, most are in government employment; but all 
are doing well.”*° 

Chase also discovered that freed slaves were organizing “Union Leagues” 
throughout the South. This was a positive development, according to the 
chief justice. “These associations embrace all the most intelligent,” he ex- 
plained. While these loyal men calmly asserted their rights, Chase argued 
that southern whites were recalcitrant. “They declare,’ he alleged, “them- 
selves satisfied that the Union must be restored & that Slavery, as a per- 
sonal relation, must cease: but earnestly urge that some mode of coercing 
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labor must be adopted in lieu of personal slavery.’ Chase continued: “It is 
curious to observe how little they seem to realize that any change in per- 
sonal or political relations has been wrought by the war.’ Given this situa- 
tion, Chase suggested that Johnson switch his policy. The governments of 
the South should be “thoroughly loyal” and “promote the welfare of black 
as of white citizens.” To protect these governments, Chase recommended 
“making each State a Department & assigning to the command of each 
Department a General.”*! 

Unsatisfied with Chase’s recommendations, Andrew Johnson del- 
egated German Republican Carl Schurz as special presidential envoy to 
the South. Like the journalists, Schurz believed that rampant violence and 
disorder threatened reunion. In Atlanta, he reported, “freedmen were at- 
tacked and maltreated by whites without the least provocation, almost 
every day. During my sojourn there, one negro was stabbed dead, and 
three were poisoned, one of whom died.” Schurz found a similar scene in 
Montgomery, Alabama: “Unless the severest punishments known to the 
laws will be visited upon white men killing negroes[, ] the Southern States 
will soon be a vast slaughter pen for the black race.” Schurz found it “abso- 
lutely indispensable” that “the country should be garrisoned with troops 
as thickly as possible.” The possibility for another rebellion existed, Schurz 
argued: “Outrages committed upon Union people and Negroes and the 
overriding of the spirit of the Emancipation Proclamation may, perhaps, 
technically not be called ‘insurrectionary movements’ but in point of fact 
they are nothing else. It is a continuation of the war, not against armed de- 
fenders of the Government, but against its unarmed friends.” Carl Schurz 
shared Trowbridge’s sentiments about education, explaining to Andrew 
Johnson that a “large force of teachers should be sent to the interior of 
this State [South Carolina] to commence their operations as soon as the 
crops are in.” Schurz was horrified at white opposition to education, recall- 
ing: “Unless under the immediate protection of Federal troops, the negro 
schoolhouses were set on fire and the teachers driven away.” 

Not all people shared the views of Chase, Schurz, Trowbridge, Dennett, 
and Andrews. The president received letters urging a different course of 
action. Henry M. Watterson, Andrew Johnson's longtime friend and a 
Kentuckian, toured the South in the summer of 1865. Watterson found 
no opposition to the federal government in the former Confederacy. “Fur- 
ther resistance,” he wrote to Johnson, “is regarded as utterly hopeless and 
foolish. ... Thousands have reached the conclusion that for the white man 
at least Emancipation is the true policy.” Watterson did not favor black 
suffrage, writing his preference for a “white man’s government” with “free 
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white citizens controlling this country.’ Watterson advised that Johnson 
challenge the Radical wing of the Republican Party—defined as the part 
that believed in black suffrage: “It is clear to my mind that you are to have 
a war with the friends of Chase, who is evidently a candidate for the next 
Presidency, and expects to be elected on the issue of negro suffrage. . . . 
LY Jou will whip them to death. .. . [T]hese agitators constitute one wing 
of the concern that brought on the late terrible war. The Southern wing 
has already been crushed, and the victory will never be complete till the 
Northern wing is put hors de combat.’ Watterson, to put the matter lightly, 
had no interest in the Republican citizenship program for freed slaves.*? 

Johnson continued his Reconstruction policy and began open confron- 
tation with Republicans who favored black suffrage, land redistribution, 
and punishing former rebels. Carl Schurz, near the end of his life, con- 
templated why Johnson decided on this course of action. Perhaps John- 
son, “the plebeian, who, before the war had been treated with undisguised 
contempt by the slave-holding aristocracy, could not withstand the subtle 
flattery of the same aristocracy when they flocked around him as humble 
supplicants.” Maybe, Schurz continued, Johnson believed white assertions 
that “the only element of trouble in the South consisted in a lot of fanatical 
abolitionists who excited the negroes with all sorts of dangerous notions.” 
More plausible, Johnson never was concerned about black slaves. “After 
the outbreak of the secession movement,’ Schurz surmised, “he perempto- 
rily relegated the slavery question to the background in spite of its evident 
importance in the Civil War.”** 

In 1866 Republicans began open conflict with Johnson on reconstructing 
southern society. For the Radicals, land redistribution was critical to this 
effort. In February, Congress passed a bill extending the life of the Freed- 
men’s Bureau. The primary goal was to prevent slavery from returning in 
the South, where it would again menace the Union. “Wherein,” the bill 
stated, “in consequence of any State or local law, ordinance, police, or 
other regulation, custom, or prejudice, any of the civil rights or immuni- 
ties belonging to white persons. .. are refused or denied to negroes, mulat- 
toes, freedmen, refugees, or any other persons, on account of race, color, 
or previous condition of slavery . . . it is to be the duty of the president of 
the United States, through the Commissioner [ofthe Freedmen’s Bureau ], 
to extend military protection and jurisdiction over all cases.” Since slavery 
caused the Civil War, Samuel Pomeroy claimed, preventing its reestablish- 
ment was crucial. “Everything ought to be required for safety,’ Pomeroy 
explained, “but nothing for revenge, nothing by way of punishment. . . . 
I believe the sentiment of the country is, that we ought now to provide 
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such securities for the future that another rebellion will be impossible in 
a thousand years.” The extension bill also authorized the bureau to build 
schools for freed people in the South, following the recommendations by 
Schurz, Dennett, and Andrews that education was necessary for the cre- 
ation of a black yeomanry. While the bill set aside 3 million acres of public 
land for black homesteads, Congress rejected a proposition by Thaddeus 
Stevens to add the “forfeited estates of the enemy” to the land available for 
freedmen.*° 

Radicals achieved more success with George Julian’s Southern 
Homestead Act, which passed the House on February 8, 1866. Julian be- 
lieved that the “laws regulating the ownership and disposition of landed 
property not only affect the well being but frequently the destiny of a peo- 
ple.” He continued: “The system of primogeniture and entail adopted by 
the Southern States of our Union favored the policy of great estates, and 
the ruinous system of landlordism and slavery which finally laid waste to 
the fairest and most fertile section of the Republic and threatened its life; 
while the New England States, in adopting a different system, laid the 
foundations of their prosperity in the soil itself” Slavery and large estates 
produced agricultural “waste” and deprived the “most fertile section of 
the Republic” of its bounty. New England, where families inhabited small 
plots of land for many generations, enjoyed prosperity and equality. Ju- 
lian’s bill extended “the homestead law of 1862” over the five public-land 
states that had been part of the Confederacy: Arkansas, Alabama, Florida, 
Louisiana, and Mississippi. Homesteads, Julian concluded, “are impera- 
tively demanded by the poor whites and the poor blacks of the South who 
have heretofore constituted the background of the institution of slavery.” 

Maine congressman John H. Rice believed that the homestead 
measure would strengthen the Union, improve cultivation, and promote 
civilization. The antebellum South, Rice asserted, had “fundamental dif- 
ficulties . . . difficulties growing out of the abnormal condition of those 
States before they went into rebellion—one of which was the immense 
land monopolies which had grown up there for the support of slavery and 
oppression. ... It is impossible for us to give liberty, protection, and justice 
to the people of those States, unless we secure them in their homes and 
in their homesteads.” Rice urged freedmen, “under the protection of this 
law, laboring in your own fields, living in your own houses, intrenched 
in your own castles, instructing your children in your own schools, and 
worshipping God in your own churches, you can demand and extort from 
your enemies justice and equality of civil rights before the laws.” Granting 
small farms to freedmen ensured “liberty and independence,’ while land 
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monopolies guaranteed that “the masses of the people will be oppressed, 
ignorant and miserable.” Land redistribution, Rice concluded, was a “labor 
which needs to be done everywhere, in the North as well as in the South, 
in the East and the West; and most abundantly in the monarchies and 
oligarchies of the Old World.” Julian’s Southern Homestead Act went into 
effect on June 21, 1866.°” 

On February 24, 1868, the House voted 126 to 47 to impeach Andrew 
Johnson, who had blocked many Congressional Reconstruction laws. 
Radicals, including George Julian and Thaddeus Stevens, wrote the 
charges, eight of which dealt with Johnson’s attempt to remove Secretary 
of War Edwin M. Stanton without Congress’s approval. One charge ac- 
cused the president of exciting “the odium and resentment of all the good 
people of the United States against Congress and the laws by it duly and 
constitutionally elected.” George Julian recalled that “the popular feeling 
against the president was now rapidly nearing its climax and becoming 
a sort of frenzy. Andrew Johnson . . . was devil-bent upon the ruin of his 
country; and his trial connected itself with all the memories of the war, 
and involved the nation in a new and final struggle for its life.” The Senate 
trial began on March 4, 1868, and continued for eleven weeks. Johnson 
was acquitted by one vote. Justin Morrill, now a senator, commented: “Our 
martial heroes triumphed and utterly vanquished rebellion in the field. . . . 
LN Jow, shall a civilian—not having miraculous virtues certainly—command, 
galvanize and nurse the monster again to life?”°* 

Republican defeats in the 1867 elections were one of the reasons that 
the Senate failed to gain the majority necessary for impeachment. The 
defeats also stalled efforts at land redistribution by making enough sena- 
tors wary of following the Radicals. In Ohio, Minnesota, and Kansas—all 
reliably Republican states—the party attempted to enfranchise northern 
blacks. Despite 80 percent of the Republican electorate favoring the pro- 
posals, voters in each state rejected the ballot measures. Democrats, using 
race-baiting propaganda, won control of the Ohio legislature and made 
gains in several other northern states. The public would support radical 
measures if they believed these policies safeguarded the Union; voters did 
not favor the measures if the Republicans portrayed suffrage and land 
redistribution as purely egalitarian. In California, Democrat gubernato- 
rial candidate Henry Haight won election, indicting the Republicans for 
seeking “indiscriminate suffrage regardless of race, color, or qualifica- 
tion.” Democrats also won control of the California state legislature. As 
Utahan Brigham Young observed, “The question of extending suffrage to 
the negro is a vexed one, and is likely to provoke a great amount of feeling 
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throughout the nation.” Samuel Pomeroy concluded: “The canvas upon 
the question of ‘Impartial Suffrage’ is becoming interesting & earnest. . .. 
[T]he late elections in Penn. & Ohio. have damaged our friends, and they 
are now fearful of the result. The campaign in Kansas has not been well 
managed. ... Republicans who are merely politicians are weakening.” 

Despite ominous signs of northern impatience with Reconstruction, 
southern Republican Parties grew in power in 1868 and 1869. Among 
black and white Republicans in the South, school construction received 
top priority. African American Republican John Roy Lynch, recalling his 
own experience “reading books and newspapers and listening to the reci- 
tations in the white schools” as a slave, argued that the Republican gov- 
ernments should provide equal education for all. The Freedmen’s Bureau, 
working with northern philanthropic organizations and local politicians 
like Lynch, succeeded in establishing nearly 3,000 schools throughout the 
South by 1869. Teachers reported widespread enthusiasm for the schools. 
An educator in Florida relayed how one elderly freedwoman, “just begin- 
ning to spell, seems as if she could not think of any thing but her book, says 
she spells her lesson all the evening, then she dreams about it, and wakes 
up thinking about it.” John Eaton, superintendent of freedmen and later 
head of the government’s Bureau of Education, recalled: “Upon the whole 
the most important and probably most permanent result of the military 
effort to secure justice and well-being to the Negro was the establishment 
of a rudimentary but well articulated school system.” Unlike Indian fam- 
ilies, African Americans tended to embrace the government’s efforts to 
promote schooling.*° 

Southern Republicans also called for land redistribution and drastic 
change in plantation agriculture. In Alabama, the “Loyal League’—a grass- 
roots alliance between black leaders and Republicans—called for large 
plantations to be broken up into small farms. Leader Albert Griffin argued 
that cotton farms were “destined soon to be cut up into small farms, to be 
controlled by their owners and sons.” The result would be that a “laboring, 
self-reliant and intelligent population will multiply all over the country.” 
Another predicted that black citizens would “have an opportunity to se- 
cure a homestead, and the latent wealth of the state will be brought to the 
surface and distributed among the people.” Many of these league members, 
historian Michael W. Fitzgerald explains, “wanted to settle on their own in 
the woods, and raise corn, potatoes, wheat, cabbage—anything but cotton.” 
This desire seemed to mirror the Republican ideal of land use perfectly; 
freed people would become citizens by farming multiple crops on small 
plots of land.“ 
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As 1870 approached, land redistribution seemed less of a possibility. 
Absent redistribution, Republicans asserted that suffrage was the only 
sure way to guarantee black safety, and thus the South’s loyalty, without 
maintaining a lengthy federal presence in the region. General John A. 
Rawlins, a close friend of Ulysses S. Grant, argued that the vote “was the 
only sure protection to person and property. It gives one a voice in gov- 
ernment, secures to him respect, and insures him the equal benefit of the 
laws.” California Republican and Central Pacific Railroad president Le- 
land A. Stanford wrote to Cornelius Cole: “This cry against the ignorance 
of the negroes and their consequent inability to vote for the best interests 
of the country has with me not the least weight. The poorer and more ig- 
norant a man is, the more consequence that he should have the power to 
protect himself” Black congressman John Lynch realized that for north- 
ern voters, African American suffrage served primarily as a means to de- 
stroy “the power and influence of the Southern aristocracy” responsible for 
secession, not as an egalitarian measure welcoming an oppressed minority 
into American democracy. Both Stanford and Cole, after all, opposed any 
effort to extend citizenship rights to Chinese immigrants in California. 
Nevertheless, Congress passed the Fifteenth Amendment in early 1869 
declaring that states could not deny the right to vote based on color, race, 
or previous condition of servitude. Julian, ever the Radical, had originally 
tried for more. On December 8, 1868, he offered a proposed amendment 
stating that “all citizens of the United States, whether native or natural- 
ized shall enjoy this right [suffrage] equally, without any distinction or 
discrimination whatever founded on race, color, or sex.” The more-limited 
version became part of the U.S. Constitution on March 30, 1870. 

Between the beginning of Congressional Reconstruction in 1866 and 
the addition of the Fifteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1870, 
Congress also formulated new policies for the western United States. The 
establishment of Yellowstone National Park, made possible by a strength- 
ened federal government, was discussed in the previous chapter. Repub- 
licans proffered remarkably similar solutions to the alleged problems of 
both African Americans and Native Americans. Both groups, they be- 
lieved, needed to become small farmers and build settled communities, 
schools, and “civilization.” Just as in Reconstruction policy for the South, 
new ways of dealing with Native Americans faced violent opposition from 
white westerners in favor of genocide. Nevertheless, there was a critical 
difference between racist white attitudes in the South and those in the 
West. Southern whites—and northern financiers who invested in southern 
agriculture—believed the region needed black people as poor laborers in 
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order to revive cotton, tobacco, and sugar production. Black landownership 
and voting rights seemed to stand in the way of this goal. White people in 
the West came to support federal efforts to force Indians on farms. When 
the federal government compelled Indians to stop their nomadic lifestyle 
and switch to farming, Indian landholdings would, by necessity, diminish 
dramatically. Whites would quickly move onto land formally possessed by 
Indians. With the defeat of the Nez Perce tribe in 1877, nearly all the tribes 
of the West had been forced to become small farmers. 

Republicans began discussing a new Indian policy in Congress in 1863 
after an uprising of Sioux in Minnesota. Minnesota Republican William 
Windom termed the 1862 incident “the most terrible and destructive In- 
dian outbreaks ever known on this continent, for which these guilty tribes 
should be held strictly accountable.” Windom demanded that Congress 
cut off annual annuities to the tribe and give them to “victims” of the at- 
tack. Unlike previous debates, some congressmen suggested that whites— 
not the Sioux—were to blame for the conflict. “Many of the Indians were 
dissatisfied with their lands,” Republican Samuel Clement Fessenden of 
Maine alleged. “They complained that they had been deprived of their 
hunting grounds and the means of subsistence.” Fessenden read a plea 
by religious reformer Henry B. Whipple urging the government to curb 
these abuses. “Four years ago,’ Whipple described, “the Sioux sold the 
Government about eight hundred thousand acres of land, being a part 
of their reservation. The plea for this sale was the need of more funds to 
aid them in civilization.” Unfortunately, the government did not live up to 
its bargain, prompting the uprising. “The Indians waited at the agencies 
two months,” he explained, “dissatisfied, turbulent, mad, hungry, and then 
came the outbreak.” Fessenden suggested that the government should in- 
struct Indians “in the cultivation of the soil” and the “arts of civilization” 
so that “they can become independent.”** 

Fessenden did not invent the idea that the government should “civilize” 
Indians by forcing them to become farmers. Thomas Jefferson, for in- 
stance, believed that Indians needed to be “civilized” in order to survive 
in America. Accepting “civilization” meant giving up a hunting-and- 
gathering lifestyle and becoming the yeomen farmers that the third 
president idealized. As the historian Francis Prucha explains, “Jefferson 
strongly urged the Indians to accept the white man’s ways. And for this he 
had a single formula. The hunter state must be exchanged for an agricul- 
tural state; the haphazard life dependent upon the chase must give way to 
a secure and comfortable existence marked by industry and thrift; private 
property must replace communal ownership. . . . [T]he central point was 
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conversion to farming.” Later, between 1816 and 1822, Superintendent of 
Indian Trade Thomas L. McKenney wanted to push tribes toward agri- 
culture, private property, and Christianity. Indians who accepted the gov- 
ernment program, however, had no guarantees that they would be able 
to remain on their land. In 1830 President Andrew Jackson approved the 
removal of “civilized” Cherokee Indians from lands desired by whites in 
Georgia. The government also did not hesitate to undertake military ac- 
tion against Indians who refused removal. Between 1835 and 1842, the 
U.S. Army fought the Seminoles in Florida, forcing almost 3,000 of them 
to relocate to Indian Territory (modern-day Oklahoma). 

During the Civil War, as evidenced by Fessenden’s arguments, religious 
reformers and political Radicals became horrified at the deadly Indian 
conflict in the West. Besides the 1862 Sioux uprising in Minnesota, Colo- 
rado militia and units of the First Colorado Cavalry attacked a group of 
peaceful Cheyenne and Arapaho Indians in November 1864. The Chey- 
enne chief, Black Kettle, raised an American flag and then a white flag 
to indicate the tribes’ peaceful intentions, but the soldiers continued the 
attack. What followed, in the words of one Philadelphia newspaper, “was 
an indiscriminate, wholesale murder of men, women and children, ac- 
companied by the disfigurement of dead bodies of both sexes, in every 
revolting and sickening form and manner.’ The paper continued: “Unborn 
babes were torn from the wombs of dying mothers, and scalped; children 
of the most tender ages were butchered; soldiers adorned their hats with 
portions of the bodies of both males and females, and the flag and uniform 
of the United States were disgraced by acts of fiendish barbarity.” Even the 
Freedom’s Champion of Atchison, Kansas, which normally had “no friend- 
ship for the Indians,’ denounced the Sand Creek Massacre as “cowardly, 
brutal butchery.’** 

Congress debated the appropriate government response to the incident 
in early 1865. Iowa Republican James Harlan believed that actions by 
state governments and military officers had negated the benevolent in- 
tentions of the federal government. “We have been appropriating mil- 
lions of money each year for the purpose of educating and instructing the 
Indian tribes on our border and in the plains; but that policy is being 
reversed,” he explained. Harlan lamented that frontier states were “now 
engaged in the extermination of the Indians.” Democrat James W. Ne- 
smith of Oregon responded: “You cannot civilize the Indian . . . but I have 
succeeded sometimes in civilizing them with powder and ball.” Democrat 
John Conness of California, the sponsor of the Yosemite Park bill, was 
one of the few westerners to express shame “over the miserable and cruel 
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and cowardly murders perpetrated . . . against these poor defenseless 
creatures.” Congress responded by creating the Doolittle Committee on 
March 3, 1865. The committee, chaired by Wisconsin Republican James 
R. Doolittle, sought to determine “the causes of the deterioration of the 
Indians, the best forms of land tenure, the effects of schools and missions, 
the use of annuities, and whether the Indian office should be transferred 
to the War Department.”*® 

As the committee deliberated, visitors to the trans-Mississippi West 
recorded impressions that were remarkably similar to the views of the 
journalists and politicians who traveled south during early Reconstruc- 
tion. As in the South, visitors viewed land use as one of the primary influ- 
ences on society. Small farms, practicing “improved” agriculture, allowed 
for community formation and eliminated the need for further expansion. 
Settled communities permitted the rise of schools and civilization. Equita- 
ble land distribution created the conditions for loyalty to the Union. Most 
telling, the ideological foundations for Indian policy in the West and Radi- 
cal Reconstruction policy in the South proved extraordinarily similar. As 
with their goals for freed slaves, Republicans believed that Indians needed 
to become small farmers and receive education. As educated yeomen, Na- 
tive Americans would become “civilized” with white cultural values and 
replace tribal affiliations with loyalty to the United States. The difference 
was that unlike African Americans in the South, many Indians had no 
desire to become small farmers. Toohoolhoolzote, a Nez Perce chief, as- 
serted in 1877 that “any arrangement that would surrender homeland and 
lead to farming, cutting into and profaning the Earth Mother, ‘wasn’t true 
law at all?”47 

One of the most prominent commentators on the West was Albert D. 
Richardson of the New York Tribune. Richardson traveled throughout the 
region between 1850 and 1866, recording his observations in a massive 
book entitled Beyond the Mississippi. Dismissing any natural constraints 
on small cultivation in the arid West, Albert Richardson promoted the 
theory that “rain follows the plow.’ If farmers moved west to cultivate 
small farms, they would surely find success. “There is a curious logical 
connection,” he maintained, “between civilization and rain. . . . [Thirty 
years ago, Missourians living on the opposite bank of the river thought the 
soil of Kansas good for nothing on account of its rainless climate. Since 
the young State was settled, it has suffered only twice from dry seasons.” 
Railroads, Richardson envisioned, would carry farmers’ produce to ports 
for export around the world. “California thrives in her manifold indus- 
tries,” he explained. “[T]he State is exporting eight millions of bushels of 
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wheat annually—a large portion of it to China.” For other areas to take 
advantage of this lucrative trade, Richardson suggested, “our deserts must 
be reclaimed [and] a Northern and a Southern railway must be opened 
from the Mississippi to the Pacific.” Richardson's ideal West was a society 
of small farmers connected to a global market by railroads.** 

For Richardson, railroads also encouraged western loyalty to the Union. 
In Olympia, Oregon (now Washington), Richardson “saw many eyes grow 
wet at mention of our martyred President [Abraham Lincoln], and heard 
every voice thrill in cheers for our redeemed republic.” Such a reaction 
made his heart swell “with pride and hope for the swarming, potential 
America of the future.” Richardson exclaimed: “May its name be omnipo- 
tent to the weary and troubled of every zone! May its flag betoken to the 
nations, Stability and Progress, Liberty and Law, Opportunity for the low- 
liest, and Justice pure and exact upon all men.” In California, the disunion 
sentiment exhibited during the war dissipated with the near completion 
of the transcontinental railroad. Richardson argued that the railroad “will 
strengthen us politically. There is infinite pathos in hearing everybody on 
the Pacific coast, from children to gray-haired men, speak of the East as 
‘home. Still, at the outset of the great rebellion, a large party favored a Pa- 
cific republic.” He admonished the nation to “do away with isolation; cut 
through the mountains!” and surely such sentiments would disappear.*® 

Small farms ensured progress and loyalty to the Union. Richardson 
contrasted the hunting-and-gathering lifestyle of some Californian In- 
dian tribes with the promised benefits of a farming society. “The aborigi- 
nal Californians lived upon worms and grasshoppers, and were [the] most 
wretched and degraded of all barbarians,” he sneered. But with the growth 
of the white population of the state, “the next generation ought to see here 
the best average society in the Union, and therefore in the world.” Further 
railroad construction would transform the entire West into a mecca for 
farmers. “We need them [railroads] to develop vast mining and farming 
regions now lying idle,” Richardson explained; “to end, once and for all, 
the Indian troubles; and to enable us to command that vast commerce of 
the East for which all the nations are striving.” The aim was environmen- 
tal transformation: “Thousands upon thousands of miles of sage-brush 
and grease-wood, dwarf-cedar and cactus, sand and alkali, from British 
Columbia to northern Mexico and from western Kansas to the Sierra Ne- 
vadas, will yield barley oats and fruit.”*° 

Richardson was conflicted about Indians, writing: “The Indian is cruel, 
bloodthirsty, and treacherous; but he often behaves quite as well as the 
Pale-Face.” He came to the conclusion that schools should be established 
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for both Indians and white settlers to transform them into small farmers. 
“In western Arkansas,” Richardson wrote, “schools are very rare, and many 
children grow up incredibly ignorant. At the time of my visit[,] several of 
the State legislators were unable to write their own names.” In contrast to 
“their white Arkansas neighbors, the Choctaws appropriated money freely 
for the education of their children. At ten large mission boarding schools 
six hundred pupils were studying.” The result of these efforts, Richardson 
argued, was that the Choctaw children “were intelligent and in average 
capacity equaled white children.” Comanches, however, by “never tilling 
the soil,” were “insensible alike to the comforts and wants of civilization, 
daring, treacherous, and bloodthirsty.” 

The “ideal” Indian, Richardson believed, was one who farmed a small 
plot ofland, spoke English, and embraced white American culture. For in- 
stance, Governor Walker, the leader of the Choctaw Nation, was “educated 
in Kentucky, intelligent and agreeable; nearly as white as myself, and with 
no betrayal of Indian origin in speech or features. . .. [His farm of one 
hundred acres was all inclosed and under high cultivation.” Before turning 
to farming and embracing education, the Choctaws were “cruel and bar- 
barous.” Now, they were “governing themselves, educating their children, 
protecting life and property far better than adjacent Arkansas and Texas, 
and rapidly assuming the habits of enlightened men.” The experience led 
him to believe that Indians could be civilized if the government sponsored 
education programs and convinced them to start farming. The environ- 
ment in Indian Territory seemed well suited for such aims. “Adapted to 
every product from cotton to Indian corn,’ Richardson wrote, “it is the 
most beautiful farming country under our flag.” 

Samuel K. Bowles, editor of the influential Springfield Republican, 
traveled with Schuyler Colfax, speaker of the House of Representatives, on 
a trip west in the summer of 1865. Bowles recorded countless observations 
on the degree of civilization in the West. The region, he believed, could 
achieve greatness now that the Union had won the Civil War and could 
impose its vision of an agrarian society. “This Republic, saved, reunited, 
bound together as never before,” Bowles proclaimed, “expands under such 
personal passage and footstep tread; how magnificent its domain; how 
far-reaching and uprising its material, moral and political possibilities and 
promises.” For the United States to realize these alleged benefits, the army 
needed to eliminate the “threat” that Indian tribes posed to white settlers. 
Bowles, like Richardson, recommended that Native Americans be placed 
on reservations and taught how to farm. “The government is ready to assist 
in their [Indian’s ] support,” he elaborated, “to grant them reservations, to 
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give them food and make them presents; but it must and will, with sharp 
hand, enforce their respect to travel, their respect to lives and property, 
and their respect to trade.” If Indians did not agree to such a plan, Bowles 
said that a “strong military force” should “wholly exterminat[e] them.” In 
fact, he argued, “if the policy of extermination is the only possible one, the 
sooner it is adopted, and carried out, the better.”*’ 

Bowles also commented on existent land-use practices in the West. Just 
as the observers of the South recommended, he argued that the govern- 
ment should distribute land to yeomen farmers to ensure agricultural pro- 
ductivity, a republican society, and the absence of oligarchs. Bowles noted 
that in the Willamette valley of Oregon, “much of the farming is unwisely 
done; the farms are generally too large, the original locations being mostly 
of six hundred and forty acres each.” These large, inefficient farms existed 
because the “agricultural population are largely Missourians, Kentuckians, 
and Tennesseans’—former slave owners who did not follow New England 
methods of farming. Small farms could make use of the “fertility of soil 
and variety of surface and production.” Schuyler Colfax, Bowles’s confidant, 
argued that the Homestead Act produced agricultural wealth and social 
prosperity. In a speech at Virginia City, Nevada, Colfax stated: “You will 
find a policy which is the truest and wisest that a great country could adopt 
in order to have its people tilling the soil, becoming producers of national 
wealth, adding to our agricultural resources, calling our people away from 
the crowded cities to make them tillers of the soil of the Republic. .. . That 
policy is to give them an estate at a nominal price, throwing open our public 
lands to them, that they may become owners of the soil of the Republic.” 

Bowles believed that the United States should promote the growth of 
New England-style towns, with people living close to each other on small 
plots of land. In the Rocky Mountains, he found “companionship and so- 
ciety as various and as cultured and as organized as in New England; cities 
of thousands of inhabitants . . . away up in their narrow valleys.” Bowles 
observed: “All this seems dream-like.” Future towns would be “thriving, 
orderly, peaceable, busy, supporting . . . [a] daily paper, with churches 
and schools, and all the best materials of government and society that the 
East can boast of.” Even the desert and the barren plains, Bowles believed, 
could be transformed into lush New England villages through irrigation. 
“Irrigation,” he explained, “will supply agriculture with its lacking; and 
through and by all these means combining, and worked with the energy 
and enterprise of the American people, stimulated by the great profits sure 
to be realized from wise and preserving use of opportunities, the west- 
ern half of the American nation will fast move forward in civilization.” 
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Northern-style agriculture was the foundation of civilization for Bowles 
and provided the key to long-term prosperity in the West. Agriculture, he 
asserted, “hitherto despised” in mining regions, was “asserting its legiti- 
mate place as the base of all true and steady prosperity.” In fact, Bowles 
continued, “the uncertainty, the recklessness, the gambling habit which 
the varied and fickle results of coal mining throw over the whole business 
and morals and manners of a community . .. are very great obstacles to a 
real and permanent prosperity, and growth in high civilization.” 

While farming had the potential to turn California into a sublime 
garden, mining could destroy the natural beauty of the state. Bowles was 
horrified by the hydraulic gold-mining practices at the Mariposa mine 
once run by Frederick Law Olmsted. “Tornado, flood, earthquake and 
volcano combined,’ Bowles recorded, “could hardly make greater havoc, 
spread wider ruin and wreck, than are to be seen everywhere in the path 
of the larger gold-washing operations.” The streams and rivers of the area, 
“though naturally pure as crystal,’ were changed to a “thick yellow mud.” 
The mines were “truly a terrible blot upon the face of nature.” They had an 
equally bad effect on farms: “A farmer may have his whole estate turned to 
a barren waste by a flood of sand and gravel from some hydraulic mining 
up-stream; more, if a fine orchard or garden stands in the way of the work- 
ing of a rich gulch or bank, orchard and garden must go.” Bowles linked 
the harm toward nature with a diminished human society. In Mariposa, 
“villages are decreasing in population, the best people are going away; vi- 
ciousness of all sorts seems to be increasing.” The message was clear: small 
farms were better for both people and nature.*® 

In contrast to Radical Republicans such as George Julian, Samuel 
Bowles and Albert Richardson argued that proper land use included not 
only small farming but nature parks as well. Natural beauty highlighted 
the greatness of America. The West, Richardson proclaimed, had such 
“grand natural curiosities and wonders” that “all other countries com- 
bined fall far below it.” Richardson delighted in a tour of Yosemite given 
by Frederick Law Olmsted. After the tour, Richardson suggested that 
the famous El Capitan be renamed “Mount Abraham Lincoln” to honor 
the beloved president of a victorious Union. Yosemite was “incompara- 
bly the most wonderful feature of our continent.” Scoffing at “European 
travelers,’ Richardson wrote that “there is no spot, the wide world over, of 
such varied beauty and measureless grandeur.” Such beauty could only be 
preserved in a park. The Yosemite act, Richardson wrote, secured “to the 
proper national uses, incomparably the largest and grandest park, and the 
sublimest natural scenery in the whole world.” 
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Samuel Bowles was equally effusive about the natural beauty of the 
West, proclaiming: “Neither the Atlantic States nor Europe offer so much 
of the marvelous and the beautiful in Nature; offer such strange and rare 
effects,—such combinations of novelty, beauty and majesty, —as were 
spread before us in our Ride Across the Continent.’ No area anywhere in 
the world was “so grand, so full of awe, so full of elevation, as the Yosem- 
ite Valley!” Bowles envisioned the western Rockies as “Our Switzerland,’ 
an area where eastern travelers could gather to witness the “panorama 
of mountain beauty.” The “natural cathedral of sand, stone, and clay” at 
Church Butte, Wyoming, surpassed “the Milan or the Cologne cathedral, 
worn with centuries, ill-shapen with irregular decay.’ Bowles hoped that 
other areas of natural beauty could be preserved like Yosemite. “This wise 
cession and dedication by Congress, and proposed improvement by Cali- 
fornia . . . furnishes an admirable example for other objects of natural 
curiosity and popular interest all over the Union.”** 

Just as with the South, politicians also received different advice about 
the West. Democratic senator James Willis Nesmith of Oregon recom- 
mended genocide for Native Americans. Responding to criticism of the 
Sand Creek Massacre, Nesmith argued: “You must remember that the peo- 
ple of Colorado have been engaged in a war of extermination not provoked 
by themselves but brought on by the Indians.” Explaining that he had wit- 
nessed their “degraded, thieving, murdering, plundering” instincts, Ne- 
smith “thought it would be well if the whole race could be exterminated.” 
Even Radical Samuel Pomeroy presented a petition from his constituents 
demanding “that the mild, conciliatory, and even magnanimous conduct 
of our Government toward these savages, not being understood or appre- 
ciated by them, but only construed to be weakness and cowardice, should 
now be followed by the most vigorous and decisive measures until these 
hostile tribes are effectively punished for their crimes.”*® 

At the time of the establishment of the Doolittle Committee in March 
1865, Republican politicians already had several new ideas about Indian 
policy. James R. Doolittle himself praised the “civilized” tribes of Indian 
Territory as models for future groups. The Cherokees, Creeks, Seminoles, 
Choctaws, and Chickasaws owned land “in fee simple” and “had advanced 
to such a degree of civilization that they were capable of self-government.” 
Doolittle hoped that other tribes could be “induced, to go and join their 
fortunes with the Indians in this Territory, and better their condition 
and advance in civilization” Ohio Republican John Sherman recom- 
mended arrangements with Indian tribes “by which we give them help 
upon their farms, send women to teach their children; send schoolmasters 
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and blacksmiths and Indians.” Sherman, however, also urged that the 
government stop treating tribes as independent nations. “To send a party 
of people to negotiate and treat with Indians,’ he explained, “is the most 
ridiculous farce that can be transacted in our Government. It is the most 
shameless prostitution not only of the money of the Government but of the 
name, and credit and fame of the Government.” Sherman added: “I have 
no objection to gathering them into reservations; but the idea of treating 
them as independent nations ought to have been abandoned years ago.” 
Doolittle and Sherman were motivated by more than a desire to “civilize” 
Indians and convert their villages to model agrarian communities; both 
also realized that forcing tribes onto small plots of land would open up 
space for white farmers.” 

Doolittle reported his findings on March 16, 1866, just as Congress 
began feuding with President Johnson over the Civil Rights Act and the 
Freedmen’s Bureau. Similar to Reconstruction policy for the South, Doo- 
little recommended greater federal oversight for the West. He proposed 
“that there shall be established five inspection districts of Indian affairs” 
in the West, encompassing California, Nevada, Arizona, Oregon, Wash- 
ington, Idaho, Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, Kansas, Indian Territory, and 
the Dakotas.” Inspectors, who were to come from “the Quakers, Baptists, 
Presbyterians, Episcopalians and other religious bodies,’ would look “into 
the condition of [Indian] farms and schools . . . hear their complaints . . . 
ascertain whether all the stipulations of treaties are kept, and whether 
all moneys, goods, and supplies are faithfully and justly applied and dis- 
tributed.” Doolittle explained his preference for overseers with religious 
affiliation. “There is a great desire,” he argued, “on the part of the whole 
people of the United States to look into the condition of these Indians, in 
reference to their schools, and in reference to their religious instruction.” 
With such a policy enacted, Doolittle concluded, the government could 
end atrocities and stop fighting Indians. “There is but one way to deal with 
these Indians on the plains,” he surmised; “you must feed them or fight 
them. There is not much honor to be won by the Army or by the Govern- 
ment in fighting with these Indians.”* 

Before the beginning of the Grant administration, Congress adopted 
several new measures to curb violence. On June 20, 1867, following Sena- 
tor Doolittle’s recommendations, Congress created the U.S. Indian Peace 
Commission. The commission aimed to settle all Indian tribes on reser- 
vations. If the tribes refused, Congress authorized the secretary of war 
to forcibly remove them. Thus, one of the ironies of the “Peace Commis- 
sion” was that despite its stated goal to bring peace to the West, if Indians 
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refused to become yeoman farmers, the army would “forcibly” place them 
on reservations. Once the Indians were on reservations, the commission 
recommended, “agriculture and domestic manufactures should be intro- 
duced as rapidly as possible; schools to teach the children English; courts 
and other institutions of government; farmers and mechanics sent to in- 
struct the Indians; and missionary and benevolent societies invited.” Nev- 
ertheless, when Grant took office in March 1869, Plains Indians and white 
settlers seemed destined for conflict. The year before, conflict with the 
Cheyenne had broken out along the Washita River in Indian Territory.” 

As Grant biographer Jean Edward Smith notes, “Rather than fight, 
[Grant] chose to make peace with the Plains Indians.” Elected by a heavy 
majority against Democratic opponents Horatio Seymour and Francis 
Preston Blair, Grant stated in his inaugural address that “the proper treat- 
ment of the original occupants of this land—the Indians—is one deserv- 
ing of careful study.’ He continued: “I will favor any course toward them 
which tends to their civilization and ultimate citizenship.” Grant began 
a new course in Indian affairs dubbed the “Peace Policy.” Similar to the 
congressional antecedents, the policy aimed to place Native Americans 
on reservations, where Indians could be kept from contact with white set- 
tlers and learn agriculture. Grant also called upon religious organizations 
to provide “competent, upright, faithful, moral, and religious” agents to 
aid in “educating” the Indian population and distributing goods free from 
corruption. Finally, government would fund churches and schools so that 
tribes could better appreciate “the comforts and benefits of a Christian 
civilization and thus be prepared ultimately to assume the duties and priv- 
ileges of citizenship.” In sum, the Peace Policy ended the treaty system that 
senators such as John Sherman had criticized and transformed Indians 
into “wards of the Government.’® 

The experiences of three men—General John Eaton, General Oliver 
Otis (O. O.) Howard, and Captain Richard Henry Pratt—show how Re- 
publicans applied the same ideals about land use to both African Ameri- 
cans and Indians during Reconstruction. According to Republicans, 
the West and the South had different land-use problems. In the West, 
Republicans believed, Native Americans had ignored farming possibili- 
ties by relying on hunting and gathering and were consequently living a 
“barbaric” lifestyle. In the South, slave plantations monopolized and ex- 
hausted the soil, allowing the rise of oligarchs threatening to the Union. 
Though each situation was unique, Republicans espoused the same solu- 
tion for both: a proliferation of small farms. If Native Americans became 
small farmers, they could rise in the ranks of “civilization, and the West 
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would experience a boom in agricultural production. If freed slaves be- 
came small farmers, they could change both nature and politics in the 
South; the region would no longer be led by the aristocratic “chivalry” 
responsible for secession, and exhausted land would blossom under new 
farming methods. 

Eaton was in charge of the Freedmen’s Bureau in the valley of the 
Mississippi district. Later, he became head of the Bureau of Education in 
the Grant administration. Beginning work in 1865, Eaton wrote that the 
“systems of education and industry devised for the Negro . . . completely 
demonstrated the ideal of free labor and of ultimately equal rights and 
opportunities for all” Eaton helped former slaves establish small farming 
communities at Davis Bend, Mississippi (Jefferson Davis's former planta- 
tion), and President’s Island in Tennessee. To help “civilize” former slaves, 
Eaton recommended “churches and philanthropic associations for the 
schooling of contrabands in camps and barracks.” The general believed 
that Grant’s “attitude toward the Indian” was “closely concerned with the 
fate of the freemen.” Just as with the freedmen, Eaton recommended plac- 
ing “several of the Indian reservations in the hands” of religious organiza- 
tions and favoring a course “which tends to [the Indians’] civilization and 
ultimate citizenship.” Grant, Eaton argued, should follow this course of 
action despite the fact that “the average American . . . associated him [the 
Indian ] with blood-curdling massacres.”** 

O. O. Howard served as the head of the Freedmen’s Bureau in 1865, 
where he aggressively promoted land redistribution and education for 
freed slaves. In a June 14, 1865, letter to his subordinates, Howard ex- 
plained his aims for the bureau. The employees were to “do all that be- 
hooves the Government in answering the question—‘What shall we do 
with the Negro?’” The answer was clear: the freedmen should become cit- 
izens of the republic. In order to become citizens, he wrote, white “teach- 
ers, ministers, farmers and superintendents” needed to educate freed 
slaves in duties of American citizenship. To promote a black yeomanry, 
Howard frequently wrote to his close friend, Senator Samuel Pomeroy 
of Kansas, and urged him to pass an act redistributing land. Though the 
plan failed due to President Johnson's opposition, Pomeroy called for each 
ex-Confederate planter to give ten acres of land to every African American 
family living on the property at the time of the Emancipation Proclama- 
tion. In exchange, the planter would receive a pardon from the govern- 
ment. In defending the plan, Pomeroy labeled it a “Southern Homestead 
Act.” “T need not argue to you,” he alleged, “the advantage of a Homestead 
to the family and to the laborer.”® 
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Howard’s goals for land redistribution in the South never achieved 
fruition. The former abolitionist, however, continued such efforts in the 
West after his tenure at the Freedmen’s Bureau ended. Howard arrived 
at Fort Vancouver—near present-day Portland, Oregon—in September 
1874 as the new commander of the Department of the Columbia. By 1876, 
violence threatened to break out between the Nez Perce tribe and whites 
intruding on their territory in the Wallowa valley, a remote region in north- 
eastern Oregon. Howard's solution for white and Indian conflict in the West 
paralleled his proscription for freed slaves in the South: Indians needed to 
become small farmers on reservations. In May of 1877, during negotiations 
with the Nez Perce, Howard dismissed the Nez Perce claim to a hunting 
and gathering lifestyle as a “flourish of words.” He stated: “Twenty times 
over I hear that the earth is your mother. . . . I want to hear it no more.”® 

Captain Richard Pratt served as a lieutenant with the Eleventh Indiana 
Cavalry during the Civil War. Unlike many volunteers, he applied to be- 
come an officer in the Regular Army after Appomattox. Pratt achieved a 
commission with the Tenth U.S. Cavalry, a unit made up of black enlisted 
men and white officers. In service on the frontier, Pratt became familiar 
with both Cherokee Indians and black soldiers. Cherokees, he wrote, “had 
manly bearing and fine physiques. Their intelligence, civilization, and 
common sense was a revelation, because I had concluded that as an army 
officer I was there to deal with atrocious aborigines.” About the enlisted 
men, Pratt wrote: “Our Negro troopers grew in our estimate by their ready 
obedience and faithful performance of duty.” After the passage of the Four- 
teenth and Fifteenth Amendments, Pratt had a discussion with a fellow 
officer as to the new “duties” the amendments mandated. “It seemed plain 
that under this amendment the Negro could not be relegated in army ser- 
vice to the Negro units of enlisted men solely,’ he recalled, “and the Indian 
could not continue to be imprisoned on separate tribal reservations. The 
rights of citizenship included fraternity and equal privilege for develop- 
ment.” In the aftermath of the Civil War, Pratt viewed both freed slaves and 
Indians as potential citizens. But in order to be citizens, both groups had 
to adopt Anglo-American land-use practices and culture.* 

While in army service near Fort Leavenworth in 1867, Pratt became 
concerned that instead of granting “equal privilege for development,’ the 
army sought to destroy Indians. General William T. Sherman wrote to 
Pratt’s headquarters: “It is better the Indian race be obliterated.” Pratt thus 
came to believe that “the white man’s depravities and criminality were a 
greater menace to civilization than the Indians they maligned.” Texans, he 
claimed, demanded federal protection “in order to secure the removal of 
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Federal troops from Reconstruction duties.” The captain began arguing 
that Indians should be civilized through being taught how to farm. In In- 
dian Territory, Pratt wrote in a letter to a newspaper, “the soil is fertile, 
farms are ready cleared . . . and every disposition of climate and coun- 
try seems calculated to favor their primitive mode of life and for gradu- 
ally bringing them to civilization.” For Pratt, “civilization” meant giving 
up a hunting-and-gathering lifestyle and tilling fertile soil on a small 
farm. After fighting Cheyenne Indians in 1868, Pratt endorsed a policy 
promoted by his commanding general, William Babcock Hazen. Hazen’s 
plan “was to build a house for each band chief at some favorable point 
along a creek or river, and break up, fence and plant corn and other prod- 
ucts on a considerable acreage, put a farmer in charge of each band to 
show them how to raise crops to live on, and thus encourage them to quit 
their roving habits.”* 

After several Indian tribes surrendered to Pratt’s unit in 1874, he urged 
tribal leaders that “their only safe course was to quit being tribal Indi- 
ans, go out and live among us as individual men, adopt our language, 
[and] our industries.’ E. D. Townsend, an adjutant general in the Grant 
administration, ordered Pratt to take charge of Indian prisoners selected 
for imprisonment and reeducation at Fort Marion in St. Augustine, Flor- 
ida. Pratt began his tenure at Fort Marion with an assault on Indian cul- 
ture. He forced prisoners to cut their hair and “wear the clothing of the 
white man.” To break down tribal affiliations, he ordered members from 
different groups to “guard” each other at night. Pratt also instructed the 
prisoners how to make a living in a free labor economy. He reported to 
Philip Sheridan—his new superior—that “the prisoners have made from 
$3,000 to $4,000 since they came, polishing sea beans, selling drawing 
books, bows and arrows, canes, etc.” Furthermore, he invited one “Miss 
Mather ... a friend of Miss Harriet Beecher Stowe” and an experienced 
teacher of freed slaves, to “educate” the prisoners. Stowe herself com- 
mended the prison for its civilizing effects. She wrote that the Indians 
“were looked upon in their transit with the mingled fear and curiosity with 
which one regards dangerous wild beasts. Gloomy, scowling, dressed in 
wild and savage habiliments.’ After Pratt’s efforts, Stowe “found now no 
savages,’ observing during a visit: “The bell soon rang for school hours, 
and hurrying from all quarters came more dark men in the United States 
uniform, neat, compact, trim, with well-brushed boots and nicely kept 
clothing, and books in their hands.” 

Despite Ulysses S. Grant replacing Andrew Johnson in 1868, the 
Republican Party faced stiff challenges to its Reconstruction policy in 
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the West and the South between 1870 and 1876. First, the land-reform 
programs in the South, most notably Julian’s Southern Homestead Act, 
failed to achieve the desired results. Second, a wave of violence broke out 
that threatened the viability of the southern Republican governments and 
the implementation of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. Third, 
after 1873 the Republicans failed to broaden their electoral coalition be- 
yond former slaves and diehard Unionists in the South. In the West, cor- 
ruption and ongoing violence threatened the Peace Policy. Tribes who 
acquiesced, either by desire or compulsion, to the “civilization” program 
complained of poor agricultural training and funding shortages. Other 
tribes, such as the powerful Sioux of the northern Plains and the Nez Perce 
of the Northwest, refused to move onto reservations and fought hard to 
maintain their way of life. By 1874, however, the U.S. government was 
moving away from Reconstruction in the South while stepping up efforts 
in the West. Republicans gave up on transforming southern land-use 
practices, allowing the emergence of sharecropping and Jim Crow, while 
continuing to claim that Indians should become small farmers living in 
settled communities. 

As aresult of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, as well as the 
Congressional Reconstruction acts, Republicans seized control of every 
former Confederate state except Virginia. These governments tried to 
build schools and railroads to create jobs and a new economy. Many sub- 
sidized railroad construction by giving loans of state bonds to companies. 
Together, the projects led to increased levels of taxation and government 
debt—which is unsurprising considering the relative lack of schools and 
railroads that existed before the war. Between 1868 and 1872, most south- 
ern railroads had been rebuilt, 3,300 miles of track were added, and public 
school systems were created. The taxes and debt incurred by these projects 
lent fodder to critics of Republican rule. As former slave John Roy Lynch, 
who served as a Republican congressman from Mississippi, recalled: “A new 
public school system was, for the first time, to be put in operation. ... Money 
had to be raised for these purposes in addition to what was necessary to 
meet the current demands. There were only two ways in which the money 
could be raised—to borrow it or raise it by taxation,” 

Efforts at land redistribution, the linchpin of the Radical program for 
changing southern agriculture and society, largely failed. Andrew Johnson 
had stalled much of the early efforts by pardoning former Confederates 
and restoring their property rights. Congress had been unwilling to en- 
tertain further confiscation and redistribution laws, especially after the 
Radical Republicans suffered defeats in the 1867 elections. In July 1868, 


Seeking Peace in the South and West 171 


believing that the Fourteenth Amendment would guarantee black rights, 
Congress ended the Freedmen’s Bureau, ordering that bureau agents with- 
draw from the South by January 1, 1869. The one policy that the Radicals 
succeeded in passing—George W. Julian’s 1866 southern homestead bill— 
failed to achieve the desired results.” 

Julian, in formulating the plan, observed that nearly 47,700,000 acres 
of public land remained in former Confederate States. Unfortunately, 
yellow pine trees and cypress covered much of this land, making it unsuit- 
able for farming. Freedmen’s Bureau assistant commissioner Major Gen- 
eral Wager Swayne reported that in Alabama, most of the public domain, 
“while extremely valuable for the manufacture of Rosin Turpentine and 
Lumber,’ was of no use to black people without capital and the proper 
tools. Swayne believed that freedmen preferred to buy an existing plot of 
improved farmland rather than risk planting on marginal soil. In Mis- 
sissippi, Brevet Brigadier General Alvan C. Gillem reported that most of 
the public land was “either sandy pine barren or swamp, totally unfit for 
agricultural purposes.”” 

Moreover, violence and intimidation prevented many blacks from even 
applying. In Arkansas, Major General E. O. C. Ord wrote that freedmen 
“were being defrauded in various ways by the white population: refusal of 
pay for work done, threats, beatings, even murder.’ Florida provided the 
only marginal success. In that state, 419 ex-slave families settled on the 
public domain in 1868. Even these families, however, experienced hard- 
ship. One observer wrote: “Sprinkled along Mosquito Lagoon for about 
ten miles, over one thousand freedmen had been quickly reduced to a sav- 
age’s existence. They lacked shelter, food, and other means to sustain life.” 
The failure of redistribution undercut prospects for black political power 
in the South. As the black intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois later noted, land 
redistribution “could have rebuilt the economic foundations of Southern 
society, confiscated and redistributed wealth, and built a real democracy 
of industry for the masses of men.” 

Violence threatened Republican policy in the South and the West. 
Violence, in fact, proved to be the indispensible element in derailing south- 
ern Reconstruction. Former Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest 
established the Ku Klux Klan in Tennessee during the summer of 1868, 
warning: “I intend to kill radicals. .. . [TJhere is not a radical in this town 
[Memphis, Tennessee] but is a marked man, and if trouble should break 
out, none of them would be left alive.” In Jackson County, Florida, over 150 
people died in paramilitary violence. The death toll included black political 
leaders and a Jewish Republican named Samuel Fleischman. Prior to the 
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1868 presidential election, Republicans succeeded in registering more 
than 9,300 black voters in twenty-two Georgia counties. Yet, Ulysses S. 
Grant received only eighty-seven votes in these counties. Charles Sumner 
recognized what was happening: “Others may be cool and indifferent; but 
I have warred with Slavery too long, in all its different forms, not to be 
aroused when this old enemy shows its head under an alias. Once it was 
Slavery; now it is Caste.” 

A group of “Col’d Citizens” from Tuscaloosa, Alabama, pleaded to 
President Grant in 1871 for help. The men reported that “the Clique 
Known as the K.Ks [Ku Klux] Visited the House of our most guieless 
[sic] Col’d Citizens and Shot him dead after which they Rob’d his house of 
about $200 in money and carried off his Gun and pistol. . .. [W]e hope as 
our Lives, Liberty, and Property are in Eminent Perill [sic] that you... 
Do something.” John A. Minnis, a U.S. attorney residing in Montgom- 
ery, Alabama, recognized the intent of the violence: to reestablish white 
Democratic authority. “I have examined two white men,” he reported to 
Grant, “who had belonged to these ‘Klans’ One said its objects were to 
put down the d___d Radicals and negroes, using their language, another 
speaking of a different ‘Klan’ said it was to keep the Radicals from voting 
the negroes. It has never come to my knowledge that any Democrat has 
been maltreated or even threatened.”” 

Likewise, in April 1871, white settlers massacred Apaches who had 
surrendered to the U.S. Army at Camp Grant in Arizona Territory for 
transfer to a reservation. One C. A. Luke, from Prescott, Arizona, defended 
the slaughter and attacked the government's Peace Policy. He implored 
Grant: “In the name of this suffering people, to give no heed to pretending 
peace Commissioners, for peace with the Indians in this Country is alto- 
gether impossible, until they have [been] thoroughly wiped [out ].” Sam- 
uel F. Tappan, a supporter of the Peace Policy, warned: “Unless [Grant's ] 
wise and humane Indian Policy is made permanent and powerful by in- 
corporation into the law of the land and a simple form of government for 
the Indian, it must sooner or later prove their destruction, and the recent 
fate of the apaches at Camp Grant, Arizonia [sic], falls upon the remnants 
of the race.””6 

Between 1870 and 1874, Grant and the Republican Congress responded 
aggressively to the violence. A New York Herald reporter quoted the presi- 
dent as stating, “My policy is peace. When I said, ‘Let us have peace, I meant 
it. I want peace on the Plains as everywhere else.” In April 1871, Congress 
passed the Ku Klux Klan Act, bringing civil rights crimes under the ju- 
risdiction of federal law. The act also allowed military intervention and 
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the suspension of habeas corpus by the president. Grant had aggressively 
lobbied for the bill and did not hesitate to declare nine counties of the 
South Carolina upcountry in a “condition of lawlessness” in October 1871. 
Federal soldiers entered the area, making numerous arrests of Klans- 
men. For a time, the administration was successful. Violence ceased by 
the summer of 1872, and the ensuing presidential election of that year, in 
the words of historian James McPherson, “was the fairest and most demo- 
cratic presidential election in the South until 1968.” Grant also defended 
the Peace Policy. In a message to Congress, he asked: “Can not the Indian 
be made a useful and productive member of society? If the effort is made 
in good faith, we will stand better before the civilized nations of the earth 
and our own consciences for having made it.” In his second inaugural ad- 
dress, Grant declared: “I entertain the confident hope that the policy now 
pursued will in a few years bring all the Indians upon reservations, where 
they will live in houses, and have school-houses and churches, and will be 
pursuing peaceful and self-sustaining avocations.’” 

While Grant won the election of 1872, that contest and the ensuing 
economic depression of 1873 foretold the demise of Reconstruction in the 
South. Many of the Radical Republicans, including George W. Julian and 
Carl Schurz, broke with the president in the early 1870s, forming a new 
“Liberal Republican” party allied with Democrats. This party nominated 
former Republican stalwart Horace Greeley for the 1872 election. Gree- 
ley, the antislavery editor of the New York Tribune and an aggressive de- 
fender of Yosemite, recommended that after receiving their new rights, 
former slaves needed to “root, hog, or die.” Even the Radical George Julian 
wrote: “The final ratification of the Fifteenth Constitutional Amendment, 
which was declared in force on the thirteenth of March, 1870, perfectly 
consummated the mission of the Republican party. ... [W Jhat the country 
needed was not a stricter enforcement of party discipline[, ] not military 
methods and the fostering of sectional hate, but oblivion of the past.” The 
departure of idealists previously devoted to political and civic equality for 
black Americans deprived the Republican Party of much of its energy and 
commitment to enforcing the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. 
The Liberal Republicans’ stance also meant that during the election of 
1876, when both Democrats and Republicans campaigned for white votes, 
Democrats vehemently opposed Reconstruction while Republicans were 
loath to continue it.” 

Identifying the reasons for the Radicals’ abandonment still mystifies 
historians, but several claims can be made. First, many Radicals were 
angered by Grant’s attempt to annex the island of Santo Domingo—the 
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modern nations of Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Second, idealistic 
Republicans became angry with the “machine” politicians who were gain- 
ing increasing control of the party. B. Gratz Brown, a liberal Republican 
from Missouri, complained that the “ordinary party machinery” was 
“overborne . . . by official control and dependent . . . upon the direction 
of those who have shown such grievous incapacity.’ Third, and perhaps 
most important, some Republicans worried that increased federal power 
threatened long-standing American traditions of federalism. For example, 
Salmon P. Chase had used a states’ rights argument against the Fugitive 
Slave Law during the 1850s, arguing for the “right of the states to protect 
the liberty of their citizens against other citizens claiming rights under fed- 
eral authority.” As the historian Andrew Slap concludes, “Reconstruction 
required uses of federal power that they [Republicans ] admitted could be 
seen as tyrannical. While they ironically supported military rule to safe- 
guard republican government, by the late 1860s, they also increasingly 
feared that wartime changes in the North threatened that very system.””9 
Despite the withdrawal of prominent Radicals such as Julian and 
Schurz, the 1872 election showcased Reconstruction’s continuing power. 
The Klan had been broken; Grant and the Republicans carried most of the 
South and the traditionally Republican North. Yet, the triumph proved 
to be a double-edged sword for southern Republicans. Black voters had 
turned out in huge numbers in 1872 for Republicans, while nearly all 
whites had supported Democrats. The support led southern blacks to 
demand Senate and congressional positions. Blanche K. Bruce, a former 
slave and later a schoolteacher from Mississippi, became the first Afri- 
can American to serve a full term in the Senate. More than ever, however, 
southern Democrats could promote white supremacy and tar Republicans 
as an alien force. John Roy Lynch bitterly recalled the effectiveness of the 
charge of “Negro domination”: “To constitute ‘Negro domination’ it does 
not necessarily follow that Negroes must be elected to office, but that in all 
elections in which white men may be divided, if the Negro vote should be 
sufficiently decisive in determining the result, the white man or men... 
elected . . . would represent ‘Negro domination.” Lynch claimed—with 
perhaps a little exaggeration—that prior to the widespread use of this 
label, a “Southern white man could become a Republican without being 
socially ostracized.” Now, many were turning to the Democratic Party.*°° 
The panic of 1873, caused by the failure of prominent banking company 
Jay Cooke and Company, led to an economic collapse that threatened 
southern Reconstruction. Numerous businesses failed. Within a year, half 
of the nation’s iron foundries suspended production. Within three years, 
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over half of the country’s railroads had defaulted on their loans. Track 
construction ceased. As historian Eric Foner points out, “The sixty-five 
months following the Panic of 1873 remains the longest period of unin- 
terrupted economic contraction in American history.” After the failure of 
many railroad lines, southern Republican governments were left with lit- 
tle money, having underwritten many of the operations with state bonds. 
Moreover, as with most elections in American history, voters in a time of 
recession turned against the party in power in 1874 and 1875. In the South, 
with whites turning out in huge numbers for the Democrats, Republicans 
lost control of every state except for Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, and 
South Carolina, where blacks comprised a majority of the population. On 
the national level, Democrats won control of the House of Representatives 
and gained ten seats in the Senate.*! 

In the states with black majorities, Democrats and white militias 
resorted to violence to overcome opposition. Democrats in John Roy 
Lynch’s state started the “Mississippi Plan” to gather all whites into the 
Democratic Party and intimidate black voters. One Democratic newspa- 
per carried the slogan, “Carry the election peacefully if we can, forcibly 
if we must.” The difference between 1874 and a few years earlier, when 
similar violence threatened Republican rule, was that the government was 
unwilling to intervene. To be fair, the issue was not simply a lack of will; 
the Supreme Court ‘s Slaughterhouse decision decreed that the Fourteenth 
Amendment did not interfere with state control of citizenship. Yosem- 
ite defender Stephen J. Field, dissenting from the decision, argued that if 
the court interpreted the amendment in this fashion, “it was a vain and 
idle enactment, which accomplished nothing and most unnecessarily ex- 
cited Congress and the people on its passage.” U.S. v. Cruikshank (1876) 
overturned several convictions the government had obtained using the Ku 
Klux Klan Act, arguing that the federal government could only prohibit 
state and not individual violations of civil rights.°®? 

Northern Republican leadership, deprived of its Radical element by 
retirement, death, and the Liberal Republican revolt, also believed that 
the continuing commitment to Reconstruction could lead to electoral de- 
feat. John Roy Lynch observed that during the 1874 elections, “nearly all 
Democratic clubs in the state [Mississippi] were converted into armed 
military companies. Funds with which to purchase arms were believed to 
have been contributed by the national Democratic organization. Nearly 
every Republican meeting was attended by one or more of those clubs or 
companies, the members of which were distinguished by red shirts indica- 
tive of blood.” At first, Lynch thought of fighting back, since “some of the 
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colored Republicans had been Union soldiers.” Yet, “seventy-five percent” 
of the white population “were not only tried and experienced soldiers, 
but they were fully armed and equipped for the work before them.” When 
black militia mobilized in Louisiana in 1873, an attack by white paramili- 
taries left seventy of them dead.** 

Lynch and Mississippi’s white Republican governor, Aldebert Ames, 
decided to plea for federal intervention. Lynch met with Republican con- 
gressional leader James G. Blaine to urge the influential representative to 
support the federal elections bill, a measure granting protection to black 
voters. “If that bill had become a law,” Blaine responded, “the defeat of 
the Republican party throughout the country would have been a foregone 
conclusion. ... I could not have carried my own state, Maine, if that bill 
passed.” Governor Ames’s request for federal soldiers from the Grant ad- 
ministration was also denied. Before the request came in, “a committee of 
prominent Republicans from Ohio called on” the president and “informed 
him in a most emphatic way that if the requisition of Governor Ames were 
honored, the Democrats would not only carry Mississippi, which would 
be lost to Republicans in any event, but the Democratic success in Ohio 
would... be an assured fact.” Weary of economic depression, tired of mili- 
tary efforts, and with the goal of reunion secured, many northern voters 
gave up on southern Reconstruction.** 

Grant called on Congress one last time in January 1875 to suspend 
habeas corpus and declare martial law to combat the Ku Klux Klan and 
other white paramilitary organizations. Congress refused. Rutherford B. 
Hayes ended the last protections for Republican regimes in South Caro- 
lina, Florida, and Louisiana after his election to the presidency in 1876. 
Southern Democrats had threatened to prevent Hayes’s inauguration after 
the close contest with Democrat Samuel Tilden if the president-elect con- 
tinued to support southern Republicans. The outcome of Reconstruction 
in the South, however, was already a foregone conclusion before the elec- 
tion. Ulysses S. Grant sadly noted: “Looking back, over the whole policy 
of reconstruction, it seems to me that the wisest thing would have been to 
have continued for some time the military rule. ... [Military rule would 
have been just to all: the negro who wanted freedom, the white man who 
wanted protection, the Northern man who wanted Union.”*° 

While Reconstruction came to an end in the South, the Greater 
Reconstruction continued in the West, culminating in Henry Laurens 
Dawes’s General Allotment Act of 1887. The federal government, despite 
repeated failures, continued to try to convert Indians into yeomen farm- 
ers. As historian David Rich Lewis explains, “The physical realities of 
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reservations and the environmental changes resulting from consolidation 
and directed subsistence change became major obstacles in the creation 
of self-sufficient agrarian communities.” In the dry West, Indians had poor 
access to water, which was often diverted to white farms before it reached 
reservations. Government-appointed agricultural advisors also refused to 
recognize viable Indian farming methods—such as controlled burning— 
as legitimate practices. Moreover, these advisors were often political ap- 
pointees, ill equipped to teach farming techniques. Finally, confined on 
reservations, tribes lacked the access to credit and markets needed for 
success. Nippawa, a Native American residing in Lyons County, Kansas, 
relayed these problems to President Grant in June 1871. The farming advi- 
sor, Nippawa complained, “takes no interest in learning our boys to farm.” 
He continued: “We have never had land enough broken to raise enough to 
last us one year... . [E]vry thing we get we have to get it from the trader 
and pay his prices.” Nippawa concluded: “Wee, wish to farm but wee have 
not the means to farm.” While some Indian families achieved success with 
grazing, efforts at farming generally failed.*° 

An 1875 travelogue by journalist Edward King shows how northerners 
like Dawes had abandoned efforts at land allotment and civilization in the 
South while continuing such plans for Native Americans in the West. Dur- 
ing Reconstruction, after the Union had been secured, many Americans 
came to believe that black people could not be “civilized” and become a 
part of American society. King described how “the Negro was . . . suscep- 
tible of civilization only to a certain degree; devoid of moral consciousness, 
and usually, of course, ignorant.” Yet, King was proud of the “common 
schools among the Cherokee,” believing that “civilization was beginning 
to do its work.” The journalist claimed that civilized Indians began “losing 
their savage traits” and looked like white men. Indeed, in the West, con- 
tinuing violence spurred further government efforts to “civilize” Indian 
tribes. Unlike those in the South, local whites demanded that the army 
remove Native Americans from their lands, allowing settlers to claim new 
property.®” 

During the 1870s, the government’s reservation policy faced major 
challenges from continued violent conflict and white pressures for land. 
Warfare continued on the Plains and in the Northwest despite Grant’s de- 
sire for peace. For example, in 1873 President Grant ordered Major Gen- 
eral Edward Canby to negotiate with the hostile Modoc Indian tribe in 
Oregon to force the group onto a reservation. The Modocs, led by a fierce 
warrior nicknamed “Captain Jack,” shot Canby when talks broke down. 
General Sherman, now the chief commander in the U.S. Army, wired 
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to the general of the Pacific division: “You will be fully justified in their 
extermination.” Grant, however, wanted the Modocs punished not “as an 
act of revenge ... but as an act of justice as well as protection of peaceful 
settlers.” The president continued to defend the Peace Policy after the Red 
River War in 1874 and 1875. Grant ordered the captured leaders of the 
Red River tribes to be sent to Fort Marion, Florida, for “re-education” and 
“civilization” under Captain Richard Pratt. On February 1, 1876, Secretary 
of Interior Zachariah Chandler reaffirmed the reservation policy as war 
began with the powerful Sioux tribe of the northern Plains. He announced 
that “all Indians not on the reservations were to be considered hostile” and 
mandated that the army force all tribes onto reservations.** 

At the surrender of the Nez Perce in October 1877, Generals O. O. 
Howard and Nelson Miles promised Chief Joseph that the tribe would 
be allowed to return to their homeland. Instead, as historian Elliott West 
describes, when word came to General Sherman of the surrender, he or- 
dered that “‘all these captured Indians must never be allowed to return to 
Oregon’ but sent forever to Indian Territory where, as happy farmers, they 
would ‘soon be self-supporting.” Congress waited over six months before 
providing an appropriation to establish the Nez Perce in the territory. In 
the meantime, at a prison camp in Kansas, twenty-one men, women, and 
children died from disease and malnutrition. Upon arrival, the Nez Perce 
called their designated acreage in Indian Territory “Eeikish Pah,” or “The 
Heat.” The land proved ill suited to farming, and disease rates remained 
high. In 1880 the Nez Perce chief Joseph related to a reporter that since 
the end of the war, 153 of his people had perished. By 1884, the tribe had 
moved from being farmers to leasing more than 80 percent of their hold- 
ings to ranchers and receiving income from what an agent called “Indian 
curiosities and trinkets.” 

During the Hayes administration, many government officials realized 
that concentrating tribes on reservations did not end violence or create 
prosperity. Instead, they argued, existing reservations should be divided 
into 160-acre parcels allotted to individual Indians. Indians could then 
take up farming, become civilized, and eventually assimilate into white 
society. Carl Schurz, appointed secretary of the interior by Hayes, wanted 
to “set the Indians to work as agriculturists or herders, thus to break up 
their habits of savage life.” The government, he recommended, should 
“educate [Indian] youth of both sexes, so as to introduce to the growing 
generation civilized ideas, wants and aspirations.” Next, Schurz claimed 
that the government should “allot parcels of land to Indians in severalty 
and to give them individual title to their farms in fee . . . to foster the pride 
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of individual ownership of property.” The ultimate goal was to “treat the 
Indians like other inhabitants of the United States, under the laws of the 
land.’ John Wesley Powell, a one-armed veteran of Shiloh and a western 
explorer, gave similar recommendations. Since traditional tribal lands 
represented “everything most sacred to Indian society,’ Powell claimed, 
“removal of the Indians [was] the first step to be taken in their civiliza- 
tion.” After Indians had been removed, he explained, “individual land 
tenure would undermine both the clan system and ‘traditional modes of 
inheritance,” leading to citizenship and assimilation.°° 

The economic motives behind allotment, however, were as strong as 
or stronger than Powell’s and Schurz’s ideas. Whites both in and border- 
ing the West believed that if Indians did not develop lands to their full 
economic potential, the tribes forfeited any claim to them. For this rea- 
son, the Greater Reconstruction continued for Indians while stalling in 
the South. The New Orleans Times-Picayune argued that Indians could 
not “any longer be permitted to usurp for the purposes of barbarism, the 
fertile lands, the products of mines, the broad valleys and wooded moun- 
tain slopes, which organized society regards as magazines of those forces 
which civilization requires for its maintenance and development.’ Farm- 
ers angry at the lack of arable land available for homesteads demanded 
that the government open up Indian lands to those who would “use” it. 
As historian Frederick Hoxie astutely notes, “Reformers could not arouse 
Congress with simple rhetoric. The goal of total assimilation galvanized 
support for a new land policy among a wide range of political interests.” 

The General Allotment Act of 1887 was the culmination of several de- 
cades of Republican thought on civilization and proper land use. Written 
by Henry Laurens Dawes, the idealistic Massachusetts Republican who 
had defended Yosemite State Park, the General Allotment Act authorized 
the president to break up Indian reservations and distribute 160 acres 
of the land to family heads, 80 acres to each person over eighteen, and 
40 acres to children under eighteen. The remaining reservation acre- 
age was to be opened to homesteaders. Dawes believed that reducing the 
size of reservations “would bring the two races closer together and allow 
American institutions—its schools, its political system, and its expanding 
economy—to raise up the Indian.” During the 1850s, 1860s, and into the 
1870s, Republicans believed that the United States should organize its land 
to favor small farmers. Small farmers, by tilling the soil for multiple gen- 
erations, promoted civilization. Yeomen also created the social conditions 
ripe for a republic, preventing “oligarchs” and “aristocrats” from rising to 
destroy the Union. 


180 Seeking Peace in the South and West 


Yet, by the 1880s, due to the departure of Radicals like George Julian 
and white desires for Indian land, the Republican Party stopped favor- 
ing small farmers in almost every arena except Indian policy. Even in In- 
dian policy, allotment would fail to create a prosperous Indian yeomanry. 
White people desiring tribal land gained the most from the bill. Between 
1887 and the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act overturning Dawes’s law, 
Indian landholdings shrunk from 138 to 52 million acres. The govern- 
ment opened up 22 million acres to direct white settlement, and 38 mil- 
lion acres went into the public domain. Over time, Indians often lost the 
land allotted to them, increasing white ownership. In its attempts to turn 
freed slaves and Indians into prosperous small farmers—the ideal form 
of land use for white northerners in the mid-nineteenth century—the 
Greater Reconstruction proved a failure.*” 
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CONCLUSION 
Retrenchment in the South, Allotment in the West 


After the failures of southern Reconstruction, George Washington Julian 
gave land reform in the West one last chance. Appointed as the surveyor 
general of New Mexico Territory in July 1885 by Democratic president 
Grover Cleveland, Julian found what he deemed widespread fraud, spec- 
ulation, and corruption in the territory’s disbursement of public lands. 
New Mexico was strikingly different than other parts of the United States. 
The territory was originally part of Spain and then Mexico; the Mexican 
government had issued about 400,000 acres in communal land grants 
prior to the U.S. conquest. At the time of Julian’s appointment, former 
Mexicans—“nuevomexicanos’—still lived in the territory and practiced 
communal farming. The Indiana Radical viewed these long-standing tra- 
ditions of land use as wasteful, stagnant, and monopolistic. The solution 
was the same one he had advocated for the South during Reconstruction: 
“Small land-holdings, thrifty tillage, and compact settlements will super- 
sede great monopolies, slovenly agriculture and industrial stagnation.” 
Julian invalidated communal land grants in the territory in favor of in- 
dividual allotments, intending to transform New Mexico into a place of 
independent family farmers.' 

Julian’s efforts failed. One of his first targets was the Las Vegas land 
grant, a half-million-acre communal land property that the Indianan 
wanted to reduce to less than 10,000 acres. After Anglo-American residents 
began erecting fences on the disputed land, local residents of Mexican de- 
scent responded by organizing a secret group called the “Gorras Blancas” 
(White Caps). The faction organized public protests and nighttime fence 
cuttings. Stephen Wallace Dorsey, a former Republican senator living in 
New Mexico, warned Julian that even without this organized opposition, 
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small farms were hard to manage in the western deserts. Dorsey argued 
that the arid region required “a different system of disposal and settle- 
ment than the more fertile areas for which the homestead policy had been 
originally designed.” Dorsey was right. Julian’s accusations of fraud under- 
mined both fraudulent and legal homestead claims in the territory, and his 
assault on communal landholdings instigated significant local resistance. 
New Mexicans successfully convinced the next U.S. president— Benjamin 
Harrison—to remove the feisty Indianan from his post. Julian muttered 
that New Mexico would soon “degenerate into barbarism.” The Republican 
Party and America as a whole had moved on from the land-development 
debates that were at the center of Julian’s political experience.” 

Nevertheless, ideas linking multigeneration land use with civilized 
communities, free labor, the safety of the Union, and increased agri- 
cultural prosperity produced new institutions and sweeping changes in 
American life. The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) began collect- 
ing and distributing seeds several months after its establishment in 1862. 
The USDA's aim was to improve production by identifying the most pro- 
ductive plant strains and spreading them throughout the nation. In 1865 
the USDA distributed 763,231 seed packages. By 1880, the department 
passed out over a million packages per year. In the early 1870s, the USDA 
also began experimenting on fruit fungi and diseases. As California geolo- 
gist William Brewer noted, chemistry and other sciences “revolutionized 
some of the [mechanical] arts and produced great changes in agriculture.” 
The new department pioneered reductive soil science, determining the 
soil components that enabled plant growth. While present-day critics of 
the USDA have lamented this focus, the original intent of the USDA’s ap- 
plied science was to encourage agricultural permanence on small farms. 
The USDA also experimented with domesticating the American bison and 
introducing new plant and animal species to the United States.’ 

The Homestead Act was one of the most celebrated laws in U.S. history, 
but it had a decidedly mixed effect. While thousands of people acquired 
land titles, speculation and competing land grants to colleges and railroads 
sealed off access to the most productive plots. Between 1860 and 1900, the 
number of farm acreage in the United States rose from 407,213,000 to 
over 838,000,000. Of these acres, 80 million were homesteads. Corpora- 
tions also exploited the law to acquire land monopolies. Out of the home- 
steads, a sizable number went into corporate hands. A timber company, 
for example, could pay several people to file adjacent homestead claims 
and then purchase the land from each of them. Ironically, one of the law’s 
biggest successes was stimulating immigration by Europeans desirous of 
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land. The law also confronted harsh environmental realities in the West. 
The arid environment made farming 160-acre plots difficult. Larger farms 
were generally more productive in the region because of the low yield per 
acre in comparison to more fertile plots in the East. Despite the aspira- 
tions of wartime Radicals, small farming became less and less tenable in 
the late nineteenth century.* 

Land-grant colleges grew to their modern size and influence only 
after 1900. In the first decades after the Civil War, few people enrolled 
in the schools. The institutions also provided few extension services to 
their communities. Instead, wealthy young people received their educa- 
tion from private colleges, and middle-class adults frequented the increas- 
ingly popular Chautauqua lectures. African American schools were the 
exception. Alcorn State University in Mississippi became the first black 
land-grant university in 1871. Hampton University of Virginia became the 
second a year later. The former abolitionist Frederick Douglass wrote to 
Justin Morrill in excitement: “I see no great or happy future for my race 
or for the Republic outside general education and it seems to me that you, 
dear sir, standing where you do can do no better work for the nation than 
to press this idea.” In 1872 Morrill called for the creation of a permanent 
trust to provide more funding for land-grant colleges. The Vermonter did 
not succeed until August 1890, when Congress passed, and President Ben- 
jamin Harrison signed, the “Second Morrill Land Grant Act.” The act gave 
states $15,000 a year to maintain their colleges. (The amount later was 
increased to $25,000.) With the increase in support, land-grant schools 
thrived. By 2001, 106 land-grant colleges and universities existed in the 
United States.° 

The nature parks in Yosemite and Yellowstone are also a legacy of Civil 
War-era ideas about civilization and union. Park supporters such as Fred- 
erick Law Olmsted wanted to demonstrate the continuing viability of re- 
publican government by establishing Yosemite State Park during a bloody 
civil war. These men believed that, unlike European nations, America 
needed to secure public access to its greatest natural features. Both wishes 
emanated from the belief that America was the one shining light of liberty 
in the world. Reflecting ideas that Olmsted developed in the 1850s, park 
supporters also thought that Yosemite had an important civilizing mis- 
sion. The government, however, did not establish the park to “preserve” 
the valley and the Mariposa Big Tree Grove from mankind’s destructive 
influence; Olmsted and the other first managers actually wanted to en- 
courage visitation to these areas. Their goals for the valley contradicted 
the aims of George W. Julian and James Mason Hutchings, who believed 
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that the government should reserve the land for small farmers. As a result 
of Hutchings’s determined opposition, California did not implement 
Olmsted's plan for protecting the park. In this failure, however, politicians 
such as Samuel Pomeroy found reason to put future “natural curiosities” 
under federal control. Yosemite itself became a national park in October 
1890, following the suggestion of the New York Times that “national pride,” 
engendered by a national park, “would insure a degree of tasteful attention 
that has utterly failed to be elicited by State pride.” 

President Ulysses S. Grant presided over the completion of the first 
transcontinental railroad on May 10, 1869, at Promontory Point, Utah. 
The Central Pacific, headed by Leland Stanford, Charles Crocker, Mark 
Hopkins, and Collis P. Huntington—all founding members of the Republi- 
can Party in California—had worked eastward from California. The Union 
Pacific had been built west from Omaha, Nebraska. Workers, business- 
men, and engineers produced four more transcontinental railroads over 
the next several decades. The railroads led to an explosion of westward 
migration, the creation of a nationwide market, and the conquest of Na- 
tive American tribes. “I regard the building of these railroads as the most 
important event of modern times,” wrote General William T. Sherman in 
1883, “and believe that they account fully for the peace and good order 
which now prevail throughout the country, and for the extraordinary pros- 
perity which now prevails in this land.” Sherman, referring to the Indian 
wars, believed that the railroad, “in the great battle of civilization with 
barbarism . . . has become the greater cause” of victory. Both sport and 
market hunters used railroad lines to devastate the buffalo herds that 
tribes depended on for survival. Yet, contrary to the framers’ intentions 
for the 1862 Pacific Railroad Act, the transcontinental line did not pro- 
mote the establishment of small farms in the West. Instead, the improved 
transportation infrastructure allowed for large commercial corn and beef 
operations.’ 

Ultimately, Republican ideas on the proper relationship between 
civilization, land use, and society failed to improve the social and eco- 
nomic lives of Indians in the West and black people in the South. Allot- 
ment divided families, negated Indian access to valuable mineral reserves 
and timberland, and failed to produce prosperous farming communities. 
Despite the hopes for land kindled by Reconstruction, African Americans 
experienced the rise of sharecropping, impoverishment, lynching, and 
a renewed commitment by many white Americans to racial supremacy. 
If these ideas failed, one might ask, why were they important? More- 
over, since the North did become an industrial powerhouse—with the 
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Republican Party of the 1880s and 1890s calling for tariff protection, the 
gold standard, and an unregulated market—what is the explanatory value 
of the party’s earlier agrarian views?*® 

Understanding northerners in the Civil War era as a people with a 
fundamentally agrarian outlook on life allows historians to make new 
connections between seemingly different topics. An example from this 
book is the link between Reconstruction policy in the American South 
and Indian policy in the West. Historians have often lamented the failure 
of land redistribution in the postwar South as a “lost moment,’ a period 
in history where economic and political equality could have been secured 
for the freed slaves. Yet, scholars also rightly criticize federal efforts to 
force Native Americans to give up their tribal identity and become small 
farmers. What is missing from both stories is the fact that the same fun- 
damental ideology was behind both agendas. Republicans at the time did 
not see any inconsistency in promoting African American land rights in 
the South while curtailing Native American freedoms in the West. Both 
groups, they believed, would become small farmers and, in doing so, adopt 
white cultural values. Since most northerners lived in rural communities 
and celebrated the environmental and political benefits of small farming, 
converting others to their lifestyle seemed natural. Richard Henry Pratt is 
the perfect example of this impulse.° 

Furthermore, I suggest that historians rethink employing the industrial 
revolution as the leitmotif for the nineteenth-century United States. Yes, 
the United States did become the world’s preeminent industrial power. And 
yes, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, a self-sufficient 
economy of small farms and artisans gave way to a system in which farm- 
ers and producers created goods for a distant marketplace. Nevertheless, 
most Americans continued to live in rural areas. Farmers continued to 
produce for both themselves and urban markets. What this study shows 
is that the physical environment—farms—in which ordinary people lived 
shaped their politics and views on ideal land use. To northerners in the 
mid-nineteenth century, a future of small farmers extending westward 
seemed within reach. Even in the 1880s, George Julian clung to this vi- 
sion during his tenure as territorial governor of New Mexico. The agrarian 
dream also proved stubbornly resilient in Indian policy because it suited 
the purposes of white settlers desirous of Indian land. 

While scholars and the general public have long been tempted to look 
at the industrial economy of the late 1800s and early 1900s and find past 
“causes,” this book shows that one cannot understand the complexity and 
nuance of the Civil War era without understanding the agrarian world 
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that the participants lived in. In 1865 the victorious Republican Party 
seemed poised to shape America in the image of the farming communi- 
ties in which many party members had grown up. Instead, after the end 
of Reconstruction, America entered what Mark Twain called the “Gilded 
Age.” Arguments about how to acquire, manage, and profit from land no 
longer were near the center of politics, as they had seemed to be in the 
1850s and 1860s. The old Republicanism of the Civil War seemed obso- 
lete. In 1873 famous New York diarist George Templeton Strong noted 
that “Republicanism has grown immoral in its old ages and survived much 
of its usefulness.” The Republican Party of the “Gilded Age” instead shifted 
to policies that encouraged industrial growth. Knowledge of this later de- 
velopment, however, does not absolve historians from presenting the poli- 
tics of the Civil War era as it was understood by the men and women who 
lived in that world."° 
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